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“Rigorous almost to the point of impertinence, these interviews hold fashionable 
thought to the highest standard. We watch as these thinkers carn their celebrity, 
and we can see that they are sexicr as thinkers, finally, than they are as celebrities.’ 

Bruce Robbins, Rutgers University 


‘The interviews gathered in A Critical Sense bring together many of the leading 
figures of contemporary radical theory in a single volume. Moving freely between 
philosophy, politics and cultural studics, they offer a fascinating overview of today’s 
intellectual Left. The thinkers who discuss their work in this collection are: 


Judith Butler Edward Said 
Cornelius Castoriadis Renata Salecl 
Drucilla Cornell Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 
Axel Honneth Cornel West 
Istvan Mészáros Slavoj Zizek 


All the interviews follow the same underlying structure: starting from questions 
about the interviewee’s influences and formative years, they move on, via critical 
exchanges about key concepts and ideas, to reflections on political issues and recent 
events. Peter Osborne’s introduction situates the interviews within the broader 
history of the relations between philosophers, academics and public intellectuals. 
A Critical Sense offers a welcome introduction to the work of some of today’s 
most important thinkers. The interview format makes their thought accessible with- 
out ever sacrificirg the intellectual rigour or potitical implications of their theories, 
For those already acquainted with the writings of the theorists interviewed here, the 
broad contextualization, dialogical structure and comparitivist perspective of this 
collection will throw new -- and often surprising — light on familiar ground. 


Peter Osborne is Reader in Modern European Philosophy at Middlesex University. 
He is a member of the Radical Philosophy editorial collective and has written 
widely on philosophy, aesthetics and social theory. His most recent book is The 
Politics of Time: Modernity and Avant-Garde (1995). 
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Note on the Texts 


The following interviews were previously published in Radical Philosopby, 
as stated: Cornelius Castoriadis, RP 56 (Autumn 1990); Slavoj 
Zizek/Renata Salecl, RP 58 (Summer 1991); Istvan Mészdros, RP 62 
(Autumn 1992}; Edward Said, RP 63 (Spring 1993}; Axel Honneth, RP 
65 (Autumn 1993); Judith Butler, RP 67 (Summer 1994); Cornel West, 
RP 71 (May/June 1995); Drucilla Cornell, RP 73 (September/October 
1995}. The introduction, Slavoj Zizek’s postscript to ‘Lacan in Slovenia’, 
and the interview with Gayatri Spivak, ‘Setting to Work (Transnational 
Cultural Studies}, are published here for the first time. 

Notes on the contributors appear at the beginning of each interview. 

The journal Radical Philosophy has been published in England by the 
Radical Philosophy Collective since 1972. Originally appearing three times 
a year, it has been bi-monthly since issue no. 69 (January/February 1995). 
k is available by subscription and from selected bookshops in both the 
UK and USA. For subseription details, write to: Central Books (Radical 
Philosophy), 99 Wallis Road, London E9 SLN or telephone 0181-986 
4854. Bookshop distribution in the UK is also by Central Books. Bookshop 
distribution in the USA and Canada is by Bernard De Boer Inc., 135 East 
Centre Street, Nutley, New Jersey 07100 (tel. 201-667 9300) and Ubiquity 
Distributors Inc., 607 Degraw Street, Brooklyn, New York 11217 {tel. 
718-875 5491}. 


Introduction: Philosophy, 
and the Role of Intellectuals 


Peter Osborne 


Critic Always ‘eminent’. Supposed to know everything, to have read 
everything, to have seen everything. When you dislike him, call him a 
Zoilus, a eunuch. 

Gustave Flaubert, Dictionary of Received Ideas 


Interviews are children of opportunity. Creatures of context and occasion, 
they are nonetheless ultimately the products of the artful edit: careful 
fictions, conjuring the promise of the actual from the signs of the present. 
Interviews with philosophers labour under the burden of a dual expecta- 
tion: of the actuality of philosophy {a restricted if not altogether 
uninteresting affair) and, more compelling, philosophies of the actual. 
Philosophy as actuality ~ such is the heritage of Hegel’s struggle to keep 
the idea of philosophy alive in the face of the multiplication of knowledges. 
It is still discernible today, however hedged with qualifications, in the 
work of some of his most stringent critics. 

Foucault, for instance, maintains that the question of philosophy is the 
question of this present which constitutes us. That is why, for him, ‘contem- 
porary philosophy is entirely political and entirely historical. It is the politics 
immanent in history and the history indispensable for politics.) Philosophy 
as the critique of the present — one does not have to agree with Foucault’s 
particular understanding of this idea to recognize beneath it, as he came to 
himself, the common ground of a philosophica! discourse of modernity. It 
is through their claims on the present — their ability to expound its 
actualities and subject them to ‘judgement — that modern philosophies 
construct their claims to authority, however different their conceptions of 
this process may be. And what better form in which to capture such claims 
than the interview, itself a paradigmatically modern genre? 

An invention of ‘nineteenth-century journalism, the interview was orig- 
inally designed for newspapers. Its extension into book form and, more 
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recently, academic publishing, marks the intrusion of the interruptive time 
of modernity into the longue durée of university life; pushing the artifice 
of up-to-dateness to its limits, while allowing for its subsequent retrieval, 
as document, once its moment has passed. Many of Foucault’s most influ- 
ential formulations are to be found in interviews. Politics and Letters, the 
massive serial interview with Raymond Williams, is acknowledged to be 
the best overview of his work; while the (incomplete) list of published 
interviews omitted from Derrida’s three collections of interviews, which 
appears at the end of the latest, 500-page, selection, contains sixty from 
the period 1982-1992 alone.? 

However, if there is an affinity between the currency of the interview 
and modern philosophy’s claim on the present, it is not the figure of the 
philosopher in whom it is epitomized, but that of the intellectual. In 
today’s cultural market place, ‘philosophers’ remain somewhat removed 
from reality ~ sheltered from the demands of the media by the difficulty 
of their questions, the height of their abstractions and the weight of their 
traditions. Modern philosophy’s claim on the present provides no licence 
for it to break what Vincent Descombes has called its ‘golden rule’: 
namely, ‘a philosophy may be “idealistic” or “realistic”, dialectical or illu- 
minative, but it cannot allow itself the ane of not being difficult. For 
who would care about philosophical problems if they were not especially 
difficult?” 

Difficulty is one of the things that alienates philosophy from public 
discourse, generating the anxiety captured in the imperative to ‘snigger at 
it? which makes up its entry in Flanbert’s Dictionary of Received Ideas — 
one of a string ridiculing intellectual activities, in which the laughter 
(‘Always “Homeric”’) is as nervous as it is frequent. If philosophers are 
to make their takes on modernity count, it would seem, they must move 
beyond the restricted sites and habits to which they have become increas- 
ingly confined, back into broader spaces of opinion formation and debate; 
mitigating the intricacies of their craft through strategic interventions and 
a more pragmatic attitude towards other modes of speech. Bertrand 
Russell is a much-cited model here; but also Karl Popper, whose influ- 
ence on educated popular culture was far greater than in the academy - 
especially with regard to social thought, where he remained a determined 
amateur.’ In doing so, returning to the Socratic origins of their vocation, 
philosophers find themselves cast in the role of intellectuals. Just what 
this involves, however, is by no means as clear as it once appeared to be. 

Changes in the social structure and economic function of higher 
education, and the technology and cultural form of the media, have greatly 
complicated an idea which was always more at home in certain nationa! 
contexts than others. The very need for the qualification ‘public’ in recent 
US debates over ‘the decline of the public intellectual’, for example, 
registers a fissure in the classical conception of the role. Yet this has more 
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to do with changes in the forms of publicity than anything originating 
in the sphere of intellectual production itself. As one commentator has 
put it: 


The point is not simply that the mass media have helped reinvent 
the notion of the public as an urban space of aesthetic self- 
presentation, sociability, theatricality, and pleasure. More 
pertinently, it is that in so doing, the media bring fa] notion of 
the public ... which seems to have more to do with aesthetics 
than politics together with the politically participatory thrust of 
the ‘republican virtue’ model ... [Participation in the making, 
exchanging, and mobilizing of public opinion — the defining 
characteristic of ‘republican virtue’ — has to some extent been 
reinvented or relocated ... [It] is now discoverable to an un- 
precedented extent in the domain of culture.’ 


Hence the importance of the new discipline of cultural studies, and the 
far greater significance of alternative forms of cultural production. What 
relationship might be developed between these new discourses and prac- 
tices and more classical forms of philosophical legitimation and critique 
is something which remains to be established. 

This essay aims to situate the interviews which follow within the nexus 
of a broader history ~ of philosophers and intellectuals, socialists and 
academics — and to draw attention to certain recurring themes within the 
exchanges themselves. The thinkers in this volume were chosen, in part, 
for the diversity of their contributions to the theoretical culture of an 
increasingly fragmented Left. Yet this diversity retains a certain unity - 
a complexity - which, if not thar of anything so securely instituted as a 
‘tradition’, nonetheless marks the continued existence of a common set 
of overlapping conditions and concerns. 


Figures of the Intellect (Classical Traditions) 


Classically, ‘the intellectual’ is che product of a French imaginary in which 
the abstractly rational element of a (bourgeois) revolutionary tradition 
appeared in the symbolic form of a concrete social persona. As a noun refer- 
ring to a particular kind of person, or a person doing a particular kind of 
work, the word did not come into generat usage in English unti! the early 
nineteenth century. And it carried with it negative connotations, connected 
to its association with Jacobinism, from the start; including, ironically, inef- 
fectiveness, as well as the coldness associated with abstraction.® In this 
respect, its history parallels that of ‘ideology’, which (coined by de Tracy 
in 1796 to denote a science of ideas) was soon employed by Napoleon in 
a derogatory sense, to attack proponents of democracy as purveyors of 
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‘ideas’. Marx maintained the negative usage from the standpoint of opposed 
political beliefs. He may not have written much about intellectuals, but he 
had plenty to say about ‘ideologists’. He thought them idealists, in the sense 
that their activities depend upon an idealistically misconceived self-under- 
standing — just like philosophers, in fact. Yet he practised his own version 
of their trade, much as he continued to depend upon the conceptual 
resources of a supposedly superseded philosophical tradition.’ 

Ineffectiveness is now, of course, routinely ascribed to philosophers as 
their special preserve. It was not always so. The Enlightenment tradition 
of the philosophe was a profoundly practical one. ‘Centuries were needed 
to know a part of the laws of nature’, according to the entry for philosophe 
in Voltaire’s Philosophical Dictionary, ‘but a day is enough for a wise 
man to know the duties of man.’ The ineffectives in this text are all reli- 
gious hypocrites, fanatics who persecute philosophers, and they live in 
France. Voltaire optimistically portrayed England as free of them. England 
took its revenge in the form of Burke, intellectual champion of anti- 
intellectualism. Burke’s displacement of the French Enlightenment image 
of religion back on to the heritage of the Enlightenment itself, in his 
Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), laid the foundations for 
modern conservatism and the political disparagement of intellectuals alike. 
This position was reinforced during the Cold War (communism the ‘God 
that failed’), when ‘intellectuals’ and ‘ideology’ were linked to ‘totalitar- 
ianism’ via ‘Marxism’ and ‘party’.® It is a structure of hypocrisy which 
remains central to right-wing populism, although its influence is more 
pervasive than that.? The projected ineffectiveness of the philosopher is 
as likely to stem from this broad current of anti-intellectualism as it 
is from an independent perception of philosophy’s specific intellectual 
function; beyond a vague sense of its abstractness, perhaps. Whether the 
current resurgence of pragmatism in the Anglo-American academy, as a 
self-consciously paradoxical ‘anti-philosophical philosophy’, continues or 
combats this heritage of anti-intellectualism is one of the things at stake 
in several of the interviews in this book. 

In Germany, on the other hand, the situation is different. The intimate 
historical connection of philosophy to both nationalism and the state - 
from Fichte’s Addresses to the German Nation (1807) to Heidegger’s 
Rectoral Address (1933) - alongside the history of German nationalism 
itself, has left behind an altogether other set of discursive deposits. 
Enlightenment in Germany produced not the philosophe but the philos- 
ophy professor. Yet this professor’s ambitions for his discipline far 
exceeded anything suggested by its place in the established hierarchy of 
intellectual genres or university faculties.1° The combination of universality 
and publicity elsewhere attributed to the intellectual (in opposition to the 
specialisms of professionals and university scholars alike) appears within 
this tradition as a specifically philosophical trait. Philosophy is attributed 
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a unifying power with regard to culture and socialization which makes ic 
the ideal reflexive form of modern culture as a whole. For Schelling, for 
example, it was nonsensical to conceive of philosophy as containable 
within a faculty, since: ‘Something which is everything cannot, for that 
very reason, be anything in particular. !! 

This particular universalism has proved open to a range of political 
interpretations, from liberal cosmopolitanism, through corporatism, to a 
primarily linguistic nationalism. However, it was its accommodation to 
fascism during the Third Reich which most profoundly problematized its 
Enlightenment credentials. The German philosophy of the 1930s exhibited 
a will to power quite unlike anything to be found in its English, French 
or North American equivalents.'? As a result, since 1945, liberal philoso- 
phers in Germany have tended self-consciously to reject German 
philosophy’s previous aspiration to a special relationship with state and 
nation; appealing instead to the democratic responsibility of the individual 
philosopher as a citizen, like any other. This stance, which has its origins 
in Jaspers’s immediate post-war writings,’? is epitomized by Habermas 
when he insists: ‘Philosophers are not teachers of the nation. ... if they 
want to design just institutions for a certain type of society under given 
historical circumstances, philosophers can only join those who are involved 
in the democratic process as citizens or serve as assistants with a certain 
expertise.’ 

For Habermas, the activities elsewhere bundled together under the 
category of the philosopher-intellectua]l should be carefully separated, into 
a strictly cognitive or specifically intellectual component (where philosophy 
holds sway} and a public-democratic responsibility or function, shared 
equally by all. This has some odd consequences: such as the denial that 
Rawls’s Theory of Justice is a philosophical work, since it elaborates specific 
principles of justices, rather than restricting itself to ‘clarification of the 
general grounds or rules under which moral claims can be justified’. 
Conversely, it involves the disavowal of a philosophical dimension to ‘the 
common business of political discourse among citizens’.'5 Yet in this case, 
it is unclear how such business might benefit from philosophers serving as 
‘assistants’ or what the relevance of their particular ‘expertise’ might be. 

In practice, however, through his journalism and interviews, Habermas 
has played precisely that role of the philosopher as intellectual, the validity 
of which he has so strenuously denied; and never more significantly than 
when it has been questions of national identity or the structure and role of 
the state which have been at issue — from the conflicts over student protest 
and the democratization of the universities in the 1960s, via the arguments 
about terrorism in the 1970s and the Historians’ Dispute of the 1980s, to 
more recent debates about German reunification and the Gulf War.'* Thus, 
while German history has special lessons to teach us about ‘the entwinement 
of myth and enlightenment’ within che practice of philosophy itself, the 
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suggestion that it constitutes a decisive argument against the public role of 
the philosopher is unconvincing. In fact, Habermas’s fear of the philosopher 
as a political figure is connected to his acceptance of a central tenet of the 
tradition he is concerned to combat: namely, its identification of philosophy 
with the absolutely binding power of certain sorts of argumentation, It is 
as if, once mixed with the social, philosophy cannot but demand power 
over it. This logicist abstraction {and feared false concretion) of the claims 
of reason, in relation to the social forms in which they exist, is precisely 
what is questioned by both most contemporary French and much recent 
Anglo-American philosophy. Such questioning is reinforced by rhe image 
of the intellectual as a literary figure. 

The absence of a discourse on intellectuals from Habermas’s writings 
on the task of philosophy derives from both the national and the literary 
provenance of the idea in its dominant form. German debates about the 
social function of philosophy take us hack, fairly swiftly, to the politically 
ambiguous heritage of Plato — the Republic, rather than anything by 
Nietzsche or Heidegger, was the most widely read work on political theory 
among Nazi philosophers.” Most contemporary writing about intellec- 
tuals has its origins rather closer to home: in Julien Benda’s Trahison des 
Clercs of 1927. This is the book which laid down the terms with which 
Western debates about the responsibility of intellectuals have thenceforth 
grappled: the moral universalism of a heroic individualism, rejecting all 
national particularism and social partisanship, practised in the name of 
the service of humanity as a whole. These terms are epitomized today in 
the figure of Chomsky.!8 

A product of the conscience-stricken liberal humanism of the crisis- 
strewn years between the wars in Europe — its philosophical framework 
a barely secularized Christianity — Benda’s idealistic view of intellectuals 
as a corporation of individuals with universal responsibilities {an adap- 
tation of the nineteenth-century Russian tradition of the ‘intelligentsia’} 
survived the context of its birth to become the baseline of a tradition 
which remains hard to shake.'? Subsequent writers (most notably Sartre} 
have contested both its theoretical and its political terms, rejecting its 
abstract humanism in favour of an existential discourse on intellectual 
freedom, connected to a political discourse of rigorous partisanship or 
‘commitment’. But they have stuck with its distinctive aspiration to univer- 
sality, making the intellectual an exemplary figure for humanity as a whole, 
It is this aspiration to exemplification which produces the intellectual as 
a paradigmatically literary (indeed theatrical}, as weli as a moral, persona. 
For, as Habermas points out, the bourgeois public sphere, privileged site 
of intellectual activity, came about historically through a political refunc- 
tioning of the space of a pre-existing literary culture.?° 

Habermas associates this development with the demise of what he calls 
‘representative publicness’, which he identifies with the corporate culture 
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of the Middle Ages. For Benda, on the other hand, the intellectual is the 
moral exemplar of the spirit of publicness itself. A sociologica] version of 
this view, in which intellectuals ‘play the part of watchmen in what other- 
wise would be a pitch-black night’, was outlined in Germany around the 
same time as Benda’s book, by Karl Mannheim in Ideology and Utopia 
(1929}.2 Notoriously, for Mannheim, the relative classlessness of 
intellectuals as a ‘stratum’ produces a ‘free-floating intelligence’ (frei- 
schwebende Intelligenz} capable of ‘subsumfing} in itself all those 
interests with which social life is permeated’. ‘Bearers of synthesis’, intel- 
lectuals turn out to be the sole representatives of the ‘total perspective’ 
corresponding to ‘interest in the whole’,”* 

This kind of corporate universalism of the intellectual function is more 
central to the liberal tradition in Germany than Habermas’s history of 
the public sphere allows; extending the authoritarianism of the ‘mandarin’ 
tradition, reconstructed by Ringer, beyond its more conservative roots.?? 
A sociological extension of Hegel’s account of the state bureaucracy in 
the Philosophy of Right (1821), in the context of a Nietzschean episte- 
mology, Mannheim’s work was particularly influential in the technocratic 
context of the reconstruction of the 1950s, in both a Germany in flight 
from ‘ideology’ and an England (to which Mannheim fled from rhe Nazis) 
in which it was able to feed into the Fabian tradition, as a positivist 
infusion into its ideology of social planning by experts. It was vigorously 
attacked by Adorno, for upholding the ‘innocuous scepticism’ of a stand- 
point which ‘calls everything into question and criticizes nathing’.** Yer 
one should not forger what Mannheim and other corporate-universalists 
share with Marxism, via Hegel. Just as Marx carried over much of 
the conceptual structure of Hegel’s logic into his account of the German 
proletariat as a universal class, so something of Hegel’s corporatism is to 
be found in Gramsci’s work on intellectuals, albeit once again translated 
into class terms.*> The dilemmas of intellectual representation (thinking 
the particular from the standpoint of the universal, and vice versa} are 
not so casily dispelled as Adorno’s critique of the pseudo-universalism of 
Mannheim’s corperatism implies, 

It is corporatism (in both its particularistic and its moral-universalist 
forms) which Habermas is reacting against in his work on the public 
sphere, in the name of the democratic extension and transformation of a 
bourgeois model which has more in common with a nineteenth-century 
US tradition than with the model of eighteenth-century Britain from which 
it ostensibly derives. However, if the gencral problem with a corporatism 
of intellectuals concerns their claims to power {the representative public- 
ness of the feudal ford was the result of the exclusion of other estates 
from res publica), the representative publicness of Benda’s lay clerisy 
derives precisely from its remoteness from formally constituted power, its 
political powerlessness. For his is an essentially individualistic vision. The 
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moral power of the intellectual’s pen depends here, not only on public 
institutions of writing and reading (the means of representation), but also, 
paradoxically, on the rhetorical force of the image of powerlessness: right 
within the bounds of reason alone. ‘One does not arrest Voltaire’, as de 
Gaulle is reputed to have remarked with respect to Sartre; although as a 
matter of fact, if expediency demands, one usually does. 

In this respect, the familiar figure of the intellectual as mora! hero, 
fashioned in France during the defence of Dreyfus at the end of the nine- 
teenth century, and reworked during the Cold War into the figure of the 
dissident, is deeply ambivalent towards politics. Exclusion from power is 
its life-blood.”® Yet how, then, is the intellectua! to effect change with the 
public demonstration of his or her individual moral worth, once we 
discount appeals to enlightened political absolutisms of the kind presumed 
by Kant’s original formulation of the problematic??? The exceptional 
historical circumstances which propelled the unhappy Havel to the 
Presidency of Czechoslovakia (later the Czech Republic) reinforce rather 
than resolve the problem, since the power of the powerless was quickly 
transformed into the powerlessness of a formal political authority in 
the face of structural social change. In this situation, resignation, not 
resistance, is the price of authenticity, since there is no other con- 
stituted authority to hold responsible and address. Melancholy replaces 
protest as the intellectuals characteristic existential mode. Czech 
Heideggerianism becomes the apposite ideology of ex-dissident intellec- 
tuals in post-communist states. 


Power and Representation 


Two main responses to the question of power stand out in recent writing 
about intellectuals. One involves a modified reassertion of the aspiration to 
a democratic public sphere, within which the intellectual might play a 
special role in political will-formation, without being compromised by his 
or her relations with established (or alternative) political authorities, in the 
context of a complex multiplicity of audiences and constituencies. The other 
is based upon a more radical rejection of the intellectuals aspiration to 
universality, in favour of the enhanced practicality and supposed greater 
oppositional credibility of his or her provision of ‘specific knowledges’ to 
specific, local groups. The first approach is associated with the belated 
English-language reception of Habermas’s work on the public sphere, in the 
context of the political debates of the 1980s, although it is not restricted 
to it. The tatter derives directly from Foucault. Both aspire to move beyond 
the individualism of Benda’s abstract moral universalism, yet each remains 
in danger of succumbing to more or less Bendaesque tendencies. 

In the first case, the now widely accepted pluralization of the notion 
of the public sphere, whereby Negt and Kluge’s Marxist critique of 
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Habermas is extended to include the full range of contemporary social 
movements, the universality of ‘the’ public is recognised as being subject 
to multiple, competing claims. Yet the aspiration to (and necessity for) 
the projection of some such universality ~ however illusory, merely regu- 
lative, or ideal ~ is maintained, alongside a belief in the power of social 
integration of the public sphere itself.28 This is a theoretically uncertain, 
but politically productive, development of civic republicanism for more 
highly differentiated societies, in a state of constant interaction and 
internal flux (commonly misnamed ‘pastmedern’). Its dilemmas may be 
illustrated with reference to Edward Said’s Representations of the 
Intellectual ~ a text which, whilst not dependent on Habermas, is nonethe- 
Jess reliant upon a similar notion of the public sphere for its account of 
the intellectual’s politica! role.’? 

For Said, it is the special duty of the intellectual, as an individual 
‘endowed with a faculty for representing, embodying, articulating a 
message, a view, an attitude, philosophy or opinion to, as well as for, 
a public’, to use this faculty to address ‘the constituted and authorized 
power of one’s own society’, in public, on issues of freedom and justice. 
Intellectuals ‘speak the truth to power’ in order ‘to induce a change in 
the moral climate’. To do this, they require independence from power 
and authority. Yet, as Said acknowledges, there is no getting around the 
intellectual’s relationship to power and authority. Independence must thus 
be constantly wrested by the individual intellectual from his or her circum- 
stances in order to keep the public realm alive, Said’s collective name for 
the ‘values and prerogatives’ of such individual struggles is amateurism.*° 

This is essentially a more sociologically knowing, activist updating of 
Benda. It presents particular commitments (such as Said’s own advacacy 
of the Palestinian cause) as an enrichment of, rather than a challenge to, 
universalism. Yet its continuing individualism and concomitant moral 
idealism remain problematic. For if the effectiveness of the intellectual in 
the public sphere is dependent on his or her ability to ‘intervene on bebalf 
of rights that have been violated and truths that have been suppressed”! 
~ on the ability, in Said’s terms, to ‘represent’ what will always be already 
partially constituted interests and beliefs ~ what, then, of the relationship 
of the intellectual to those whose interests are represented? What of the 
cultural power and authority of intellectuals themselves? 

It is characteristic of the self-reflection of intellectuals to exaggerate 
their marginality and emphasize their lack of power. As Said remarks, 
their exile is not only often actual, it is also a metaphorical condition.” 
Yet one cannot but be sceptical of Chomsky’s stated belief chat ‘within 
the intellectual community, anybody who is a dissident is not going to 
have any status’ (leading as it does to such hyperbole as: “There’s probably 
no human being more vilified than Bertrand Russell’); or worry about 
the equivalence in Said’s view between the threats posed co intellectual 
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independence by established authority and oppositional organizations 
alike. The Cold War provenance of the figure of ‘the dissident’ is a warning, 
about the politics of such determined individualism, as is the ease with 
which discourses of ‘marginality’ have been transformed into the stakes 
of academic competition in the humanities in recent years.** The rhetoric 
of marginality and independence is quite capable of accompanying confor- 
mity in other spheres, as the political history of the famous ‘New York 
intellectuals’ shows. For all his antipathy to professionalism, Said still sees 
the Western university as a ‘quasi-utopian space’; and his concept of 
amateurism — ‘entering and transforming the merely professional routine’ 
— is spiritual, not economic.*? There is a form of cultural power inherent 
in the representative function of the institutions of the public sphere which 
remains unaddressed here, Jt is a libertarian desire to be freed of such a 
complicity with power, while maintaining a sociological realism about the 
intellectual function in capitalist societies (professional specialization), 
which leads to the alternative approach: Foucault’s rejection of the aspi- 
ration to universality, in favour of the enhanced practicality and 
oppositionality of the notion of ‘specific’ intellectuals. 

Foucault’s approach to intellectuals is distinctive in treating the issues 
of power, representation and professionalism together as aspects of a single 
practical field.** Ic has three main components: a critique of the tradi- 
tional representative function of intellectuals as a part of the system of 
power; an outline of an alternative conception of oppositional protes- 
sionalism as the provision of specific knowledges to specific groups; and 
an indication of the problems which remain for the new view. The first, 
critical dimension follows from Foucault's general idea of the will to truth 
as one of ‘the three great systems of exclusion which forge discuurse’: a 
distinct historically produced and developing regulative system of power/ 
knowledge.*’ The classical conception of intellectuals’ responsibility for 
discourse make them agents of this system of power. The so-called ‘public’ 
sphere (in actuality, a system of exclusion) names the sites of this agency. 
Once this is recognized, Foucault argues, the intellectual’s role can no 
longer be ‘to place himself “somewhat ahead and to the side” in order 
to express the stifled truth of the collectivity’. Rather, it must be ‘to 
struggle against the forms of power chat transform him into its object 
and instrument in the sphere of “knowledge”, “truth”, “consciousness” 
and “discourse”’. This struggle takes the reflexive form of the production 
of ‘analytics of power’.*® 

Moreover, in order to avoid arriving at ‘a new disposition of the same 
power with, at best, a change of masters’, such analytics must refuse the 
totalizing drive characteristic of the dominant will to truth, in favour of a 
notion of theory as both irreducibly ‘local and regional’ — not directional. 
The intellectual is no longer cast in the role of an ‘adviser’, rather: ‘The 
project, tactics and goals to be adopted are a matter for those who do the 
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fighting. What the intellectual can do is provide instruments of analysis .. . 
a topological and geological survey of the battlefield -- that is the intellec- 
tual’s role.” What Foucault calls ‘counter-discourses’ — discourses which con- 
test the prevailing system of power, but which are not strictly speaking 
‘abour it- must be produced by the ‘subjected’ objects of that system itself.3? 
The intellectual carriers of this new ‘politics of truth’ are thus no longer the 
writers, generalists or amateurs of old — let alone the ‘philosophers’, with 
their will to representation and totality — but professionals with specific 
instrumental functions within the existing regime of truth or power/ 
knowledge: biologists, physicists, social workers, doctors, lawyers, etc. 

The difficulty is that if the pervasiveness of power is characterized by 
the unity of discourses (‘regularity in dispersion’), which are irreducibly 
multiple in their sites and modes of operation, what is to correspond to 
this unity at the level of the multiplicity of oppositional struggles? Foucault 
cites the ‘failure of integration’ of oppositional strategies as the reason 
for the return, in the politics of the 1960s and 1970s, of the romantic 
anarchist themes of the late nineteenth century, in terms of which his own 
work has often {not unreasonably) been read. Yet he offers no political 
alternative. Nor is this the only problem. For when one examines the 
structure of Foucault’s appeal to intellectuals, it looks suspiciously like a 
new version of the trahison des clercs: the exposure of a particular type 
of intellectual’s complicity with power, a power that is exercised at the 
expense of the people.*’ Furthermore, once the motif of the ‘integration 
of strategics’ is pursued a little further, it begins to look as if the universal 
intellectual might not actually have been banished at all, so much as 
reformed and rethought. For while what generality there is to piecemeal 
struggles may be strictly negative (since it ‘derives from the system of 
power itself, rather than any positive common features of resistances), 
Foucault nonetheless acknowledges that this is enough to link each specific 
struggle to ‘the general funcrioning of an apparatus of truth’. It thus turns 
out that the position of the specific intellectual ‘can take on a general 
significance’; that his/her Jocal struggle ‘cam have effects and implications 
which are not simply professional or sectoral’; even that the intellectual 
‘can operate and struggle at the general level of that régime of truth which 
is so essential to the structure and functioning of our society’.*? Indeed, 
how else is the political dimension of Foucault’s own intellectual work to 
be understood? Or the intellectual component of his political practice?* 

Moreover, since the struggle is not over a truth to be ‘discovered’ or 
‘uncovered’, but over ‘the ensemble of rules according to which the true 
and the false are separated and the specific effects of power attached to 
the true’,** it would seem to have a specifically ‘philosophical’ dimension. 
“Clarification of the rules under which claims can be justified’ is one of 
Ilabermas’s descriptions of philosophy.) The distinction between 
‘universal’ and ‘specific’ intellectuals thus begins to crumble, leaving 
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behind an ineliminably philosophical dimension to intellectual activity. 
Once this is recognized, Foucault’s sociological insights can be fed back 
into the newly pluralized model of the public sphere, diversifying it further. 
Such is the basic tendency of Said’s work, in fact. However, important 
differences remain between the two approaches concerning both the 
concept of power and the politics of professionalism in universities, 
especially in the humanities.** 


Academics, Critics and Theorists 


It is common on both Left and Right to bemoan the state of the univer- 
sities in capitalist democracies, as part of a more general narrative of the 
decline of public intellectual life.4* The story comes tn various versions, 
but it usually gives a central role to the increased power of the media 
and the rise of professionalism among academics. Thus, for example, in 
his account of the three ages of intellectual power in France, Regis Debray 
argues that the social site of intellectual influence has moved successively 
from the university, via publishing, to the media; and that this progression 
follows a single historical law of increasing symbolic immiseration.’” Said, 
on the other hand, dismissing what Debray describes as ‘almost entirely 
a local French situation’ (an exaggerated reaction to the belated erosion 
of the power of French universities, given exceptional autonomy under 
the Third Republic), insists thar it is not ‘the appalling commercialism of 
journalism and publishing” which is the chreat co intellectual life, but ‘what 
is considered to be proper, professional behaviour — not rocking the boat, 
not straying outside the accepted paradigms or limits, making yourself 
marketable and above all presentable, hence unpolitical and uncontro- 
versial and “objective”’.*® Yet the two positions are less opposed than 
Said thinks, since ‘making yourself marketable and above all presentable’ 
must surely be understood, at least in part, in terms of media-defined 
conceptions of marketability and presentability. 

However, neither perspective does justice to the complex combination 
of change and continuity characteristic of university education in the West 
over the last fifty years. For ail the national variation, there is a remarkable 
structural similarity among advanced capitalist states. The demographic 
expansion of university systems after 1950, from an average rate of enrol- 
ment of around 4 per cent of national populations to what is now past 
40 per cent, constitutes an extraordinary democratic achievement. Only 
the most jaundiced conservative could believe this to be offset completely 
by the increase in the cultural power of the media which has accompa- 
nied it. For despite their power, the mass media do not, and seemingly 
cannot, constitute themselves as an independent source of authority on 
intellectual matters. To a large extent, the university ‘acts as a licensing 
authority for other cultural institutions, recognizing and/or regulating the 
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extent and demarcation of their various claims to knowledge and 
endowing them with something of its own accumulated prestige’.*? What 
is sometimes called the ‘crisis of the universities’ should thus not be inter- 
preted as a loss of power, but rather, as Foucault argued, as ‘a 
multiplication and re-enforcement of their power-effects as centres in 
a polymorphous ensemble of intellectuals who virtually ail pass through 
and relate themselves to the academic system’.*° 

This expanded circulation of intellectuals here is no more a threat to 
the academic system than it is restricted to the kind of conservative adap- 
tation of the status quo detected by Mulhern as the cunning of British 
continuism: ‘the doyen of Oxford history on prime-time television’.*! The 
development of mass media and the partial reinvention of the public as 
‘an urban space of aesthetic self-presencation and theatricality’? which it 
involves — viewed unequivocally by Habermas as a threat to the democratic 
functioning of public space - enlarge the scope and reform the aesthetics 
of established models of public intellectual activity. They impose new 
restrictions, creating new challenges, but they do not destroy the terrain. 
A similar point can be made about professionalism. Tensions between 
specialization and the broader cultural functions of intellectual life have 
been around since the foundation of modern universities at the beginning 
of the nineteenth century. (They were the object of Heidegger's proposed 
reforms at the University of Freiburg in the 1930s, for example, as well 
as of the organization of interdisciplinary labour in the Frankfurt Institute 
for Social Research.) As circumstances have changed, these tensions have 
played themselves out in new ways, pulling the idea of the intellectual in 
opposite directions at once: outwards, away from the limited horizons of 
the academy, towards those wider social spaces and fields of interest now, 
apparently, dominated almost exclusively by ‘the media’; and inwards, 
towards a redefinition of the social function of education in the human- 
ities in what are increasingly recognized as ‘multicultural’ capitalist 
societies.’ 

Such changes are better seen as the result of an ongoing negotiation 
of purposes and boundaries than any sudden fall from publicity into 
professionalism. For ‘professions are public’, as Robbins puts it in Secular 
Vocations, his interesting attempt to rethink the academicization of intel- 
lectual life in North America, insofar as they are vocations which are 
regulated and licensed by the state.“ However, while this means that 
public responsibility ‘belongs within rather than outside professionalism’, 
in general, che point applies to professional work in the humanities in a 
more specific, extended sense. For it was literary criticism which, in the 
Anglo-American context, took over the Romantic notion of culture as 
a redemptive whole, which developed in Germany mainly via the philo- 
sophical tradition. Given the ground of this notion in a critique of the 
division of labour, this has the curious consequence that, once literary 
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criticism developed into a specialized discipline, anti-professionalism 
became an essential part of its ritual of professional legitimation.” A 
similar structure can be detected in strands of institutional philosophy — 
in the figure of Wittgenstein, for example. But academic philosophy this 
century has largely abrogated the task of cultural synthesis (taken over 
from religion) to literature. Said’s affirmation of the spirit of amateurism 
against professional routine is in this respect in the mainstream of his 
professional tradition. As Robbins reminds us, R. P, Blackmur called 
criticism ‘the formal discourse of the amateur’.*°* This is one reason why 
it was in literary studies that the main advances were madc by the Left 
in the US academy in the 1970s. As Jameson put it, it became the role 
of literary criticism ‘to keep alive the idea of a concrete future’.?’ 

However, this should not be taken to imply that the responsibilities 
of criticism, in the romantic sense, can be discharged within the sites of 
professional literary activity alone. On the contrary, the boundaries 
of both discipline and institution must be constantly crossed, if they are 
to maintain their legitimacy. In the Anglo-American context, the intellec- 
tual is a critic in the broadest sense; often a professor, for sure, bur a 
professor-journalist or some such, rather than someone whose activities 
are confined to the academy, And as Foucault saw, in common with 
Marxism, the politics of these activities will be mainly determined by their 
relations to other institutions and social groups, already cngaged in the 
articulation of social interests. The ‘problem’ of the professionalism of 
criticism, as it is sometimes called, is in large part a product of the trans- 
formation of these relations. 

The fundamental changes which have occurred in intellectual life over 
the last thirty years reflect the political changes which have occurred inter- 
nally to both Left and Right, as well as the changing (weakening) position 
of the Left within the field of politics as a whole, and longer-term struc- 
tural changes inherent in the development of capitalism. ‘The rise to 
prominence of questions of race, gender, sexuality and religion has high- 
lighted precisely those issues which were previously excluded from serious 
political consideration by the constitution of the publie sphere.** 
Unsurprisingly, perhaps, liberal traditions in the humanitics have made 
some universities a less hostile environment for the intellectual represen- 
tation of these so-called ‘minority’ interests than the mainstream 
institutions of the public sphere, where the political stakes are higher. But 
they no more originated there than any other social interest, and their 
sustenance depends upon their continuing interaction with alternative 
cultural institutions (especially newspapers and journals) and other forms 
of social support. Meanwhile, the profile of the intellectual within the 
university has shifted. He or she {usually he} used to be a critic; nowa- 
days, he (and increasingly also she} is more likely to be a theorist. Received 
ideas will have to be rethought. 
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Increasingly, it is neither ‘philosophy’ nor ‘criticism’ which performs 
the totalizing, socially integrative critical intellectual function central to 
the definition of the humanities, but a generalized, interdisciplinary and 
internationalized ‘theory’. In Western universities, ‘theory’ is the discourse 
which first philosophy, then criticism, and briefly Marxism once were, 
but have failed to continue to be. And like the intellectual, theory is 
quintessentially ‘French’; especially when it is outside France, even though 
it is probably German. In their passage through France in the 1960s, the 
Nietzschean and Heideggerian traditions of German philosophy acquired 
startlingly new disciplinary and political forms and meanings. These were 
further transformed on arrival in North America in the 1970s, in the 
context of the rightward Jurch of US politics. ‘Theory’, one might say, is 
the product of a derealization inherent in the international circulation of 
ideas, which achieved theoretical self-consciousness in the ‘anti-discipline’ 
of semiotics in the 1960s, and institutional reality in the US academy of 
the 1970s and 1980s.°? 

There are several things to note about this process. The first is thac 
the pantheon of intellectual heroes whose writings make up the theoretical 
canon (Althusser, Barthes, Deleuze, Derrida, Foucault, Kristeva ... ) held, 
or hold, only marginal positions within the French university system. As 
such, Bourdieu has argued, their work may be seen to share ‘a sort of 
anti-institutional mood homologous in its form to that of a considerable 
fraction of students: they are inclined to react impatiently to the discrep- 
ancy between their already considerable fame in the outside world, that 
is, outside the university and also outside France, and the subaltern status 
which is accorded them inside the French university world.’®° This sustains 
an image of marginality and exclusion, even though their writings are far 
better known than those of their academic superiors. Second, this work 
represents a distinctive response to the threat posed to philosophy by the 
development of the social sciences. At once an affirmation of philosophy’s 
dethroning and a recuperation of aspects of its tradition, ‘theory’ is in 
many ways an ambiguous, displaced continuation of philosophy by other 
means ~ generally, without the burden imposed by a responsibility to the 
classical, emphatic conception of truth. Finally, despite its often anti- 
Marxist character, this work developed within the field of Marxism, as 
the hegemonic intellectual discourse of the day. It was from their antag- 
onistic relation to the Marxism of the French Communist Party, in the 
context of its Left-libertarian critique, that the theories in question derived 
their political meaning in France. (This was true even of Althusser, who 
was a loyal member of the Party.) The aa#i-institutional impetus provided 
by these three factors was transformed into the alternative institutional 
project of the Left within the US academy, in the context of a quite 
different set of goals and concerns, and in far greater isolation from main- 
stream politics and institutions alike. 
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At its best, ‘theory’ plays the role of the absent discourse of totality, 
opening up individual disciplines to broader intellectual and political 
scrutiny and accountability, fashioning not just new objects of study, but 
‘new publics, new instances of judgment, new collective viewpoints’.*' The 
emergence of queer theory, an innovative discourse on gender and sexu- 
ality, out of the reception of Foucault in pay and lesbian circles in North 
America, is a case in point. So too is the ongoing transformation of the 
discipline of comparative literature, under the combined pressure of post- 
colonia! theory and cultural studies.“* At its worst, though, ‘theory’ can 
be little more than a jargon of aspiration, obfuscating and effacing, rather 
than crossing or reworking, disciplinary boundaries and conceptual histo- 
ries. lt is then as a reminder of its terms and difficulties thar its 
philosophical and political pre-histories become most important. If philos- 
ophy can no longer play the role of a self-sufficient discourse of 
legitimation, if philosophy is no longer a tribunal, it nonetheless survives 
as a set of conceptual resources and a form of critical intent which, as 
we see in this volume, remain central to all the major forms of contem- 
porary theory: from Marxism, through psychoanalysis and Frankfurt 
critical theory, to feminism, queer theory, colonial discourse analysis, prag- 
matism, deconstruction and cultural studies. What the philosophical 
significance of these various discourses is, and how it shapes their polit- 
ical meanings, are two of the main things which the interviews in this 
book are about. 

All of the thinkers interviewed in this book identify themselves with the 
broad tradition of socialist politics; all have been influenced by Marxism, 
to a greater or lesser extent; all have made distinctive contributions to the- 
oretical debates; above all, each has played an important part in the 
dissemination of new ideas across disciplinary boundaries into the increas- 
ingly fluid network of Lefr intellectual culture. Yet there is clearly no 
single tendency, theoretical or political, of which they might be considered 
a part. Indeed, they are often in strongest disagreement with one another 
when they are disputing the meaning of a common source: as in the case 
of the differences between Žižek’s and Butler’s understanding of Lacan's 
account of sexual difference, or Spivak’s and Cornell's readings of the philo- 
sophical status of deconstruction. Their work derives from a multiplicity of 
national and disciplinary contexts and it registers a variety of generational 
experiences. Nonetheless, it makes claims upon a common field insofar as 
it attempts to give theoretical articulation to the most general features of 
social experience, signification and practice in an historically informed way. 
If there is a single thematic thread that runs throughout, it is a tension 
between the historicist, deconstructive and pragmatist cendencies charac- 
teristic of the theory of the last two decades and the residual metaphysical 
elements of the paradigms of Marxism and psychoanalysis which continue 
to provide such theory with a crucial part of its conceptual content. 
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The interviews were conducted between early 1990 and late 1994 and 
they appear here in chronological sequence. Fach has the same broad 
tripartite structure: questions about biography, formation and generational 
experience; theoretical issues raised by the subject’s published writings; 
and more immediate political topics. They are intended to provide contex- 
tual elaborations, more accessible formulations, and critical extensions of 
the theoretical and political views of their authors — as a way into, rather 
than a substitute for, their other writings. Together, they make up a snap- 
shot of part of the current international scene of radical theory, allowing 
the reader to uucover affinities and disjunctions, continuities and juxta- 
positions, between the participants, enlivening our sense of the complexity 
of their work and, hopefully, providing fresh stimulus to return to the 
denser bodies of other texts, 


London, October 1995 
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1 
Institution and Autonomy 


Cornelius Castoriadis 


Cornelius Castoriadis is a leading figure in the thought and politics 
of the postwar period in France. Throughout the 1950s and early 
1960s he was a member of the now almost legendary political 
organization Socialisme ou Barbarie, along with other currently well- 
known figures, such as Claude Lefort and Jean-François Lyotard. 
Unlike some of his contemporaries, however, he has remained firm 
in the basic political convictions of his activist years. 

Castoriadis is notable for his effort to rescue the emancipatory 
impulse of Marx’s thought ~ encapsulated in his key notion of ‘auton- 
omy’ -from what he takes to be the rigid and dogmatic structures of 
Marxism itself. From very early in his career he unfashionably com- 
bined a forceful critique of Communist bureaucracy with an unwa- 
vering commitment to the radical Left. Castoriadis has also played an 
important role in a range of debates in the philosophy of science, 
social theory, political philosophy and the interpretation of Freud. The 
major statement of his social thought is The imaginary Institution of 
Society, which appeared in France in 1975 (English translation, Polity 
Press, 1987). His collected Political and Social Writings are available 
in two volumes from the University of Minnesota Press (1988). A 
selection of more recent pieces, Philosophy, Politics, Autonomy, was 
published by Oxford University Press, New York, in 1991. 

Since the late 1970s Cornelius Castoriadis has been practising as a 
psychoanalyst in Paris, He is close, theoretically, to the ‘Quatrième 
Groupe’, a group of senior Lacanian analysts who broke with Lacan in 
1969, over his downgrading of clinical concerns and his bizarre inno- 
vations in training procedure. Castoriadis is also a Professor at the 
Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, where he teaches a 
seminar. The Revue Européenne des Sciences Sociales has published 
a multilingual Festschrift for Castoriadis (vol. XXVII, 1989, no. 86}, 
which provides a valuable range of critical perspectives on his work. 


2 Cornelius Castoriadis 


RP What were the fundamental experiences which brought you to philos- 
ophy and politics, and to the exploration of the relation between the 
two? 

Castoriadis To begin with, there was always an intellectual curiosity for 
which l am indebted to my family. I came into contact with philos- 
ophy very early on, at a ridiculously early age in fact, at 13. I came 
to philosophy through classical manuals; to politics through Communist 
publications in Greece, around 1935, and then immediately afterwards, 
through the works of Marx. The two things have been always there - 
in parallel. What attracted me to Marxism, as I saw it at the time, was 
a very strong feeling about the absurdity and injustice of the existing 
state of affairs. 

RP What was the political situation in Greece at that time? 

Castoriadis 1935 was the eve of the Metaxas dictatorship which lasted 
throughout the war and the occupation. At that time, in the last year 
of my secondary education, I joined the Communist Youth, which was 
underground, of course. The cell I was in was dissolved because all my 
comrades were arrested. I was lucky enough not to be arrested. I started 
political activity again at the beginning of the occupation. First, with 
some comrades, in what now looks like an absurd attempt to change 
something in the policies of the Communist Party. Then | discovered 
that this was just a sheer illusion. I adhered to the Trotskyists, with 
whom | worked during the occupation. After I went to France in 
1945/46, I went to the Trotskyist party there and founded a tendency 
against the official Trotskyist line of Russia as a workers’ state. We 
split in 1948/49 and started Socialisme ou Barbarie, which went on 
until 1965 (the journal) and 1967 (the group). 

RP Is it crue to say that you never really accepted Trotsky’s interpretation 
of the Soviet Union? Or did you accept it for a short time? 

Castoriadis For a very short time, yes. As soon as [ moved out of 
Stalinism, the very first thing to grasp was the idea that the revolution 
had degenerated and that there was a bureaucracy which was just a 
parasitic stratum. But Í soon started to reject this. You must realize 
that under the Metaxas dictatorship all left-wing books were burnt. 
And then there was the occupation. So one was not really in touch 
with the literature. Still, in 1942/43 in Greece, J] had the good luck co 
find copies of Trotsky’s The Revolution Betrayed, Victor Serge, Ciliga’s 
book and Boris Souvarine’s Stalin — a wonderful book which has been 
re-issued now in France. And it was already clear in The Revolution 
Betrayed that Trotsky was contradictory. 

RP In what way contradictory? 

Castoriadis Well, he says, for instance, that Russia is on socialist state 
groundings because all property belongs to the state. But he goes on 
to say that the state belongs to the bureaucracy. So therefore property 
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belongs to the bureaucracy. If one is logical, one asks, ‘What has all 
of this to do with the workers’ state?’ ‘he means of production belong 
to the bureaucracy. As I discovered afterwards, this idea had been 
around for some time already. One can see it among the inmates of 
the Russian concentration camps in 1926/27: the idea that the bureau- 
cracy was becoming a new ruling stratum and exploiting class. What 
reinforced me in this conviction was the first Stalinist attempt at a coup 
d'état in Greece in December 1944, There really was something there, 
with the masses struggling under the leadership of the Communist Party; 
and for me it was crystal clear. If the Stalinists had gained power at 
that time, they would have installed a regime similar to that of Russia. 
I said so and wrote so at the time. It was the only time I was in disagree- 
ment with an elder militant, Spiros Stinas, who [ had worked with all 
this time, and who, in a certain sense, was my political teacher. 

How could one account for this on the basis of the Trotskyist theary 
of the Russian regime, that is, a proletarian revolution which has degen- 
erated? Bureaucracy was appearing as a quasi-autonomous historical 
force attempting to establish a regime for its own interest and outlook. 
The whole development of my political conceptions about bureaucracy 
~— and in contra-distinction to this, what is socialism? — started at this 
time. ff socialism is not nationalized property, not just a bureaucratic 
method of central planning, then what is it? Immediately, the idea of 
autonomy arose. Socialism as self-government in production and polit- 
ical hfe; that is, collective organization and self-determination at all 
levels. 

RP How did your move away from Trotskyism affect your understanding 
of the Russian revolution? As I understand it, Socialisme ou Barbarie 
was quite closely identified with the ideas of the Left Opposition in rhe 
Soviet Union? Did you identify politically with the Left Opposition? 

Castoriadis In a certain sense, yes. But they didn't go far enough. Later 
on, E wrote a text about Alexandra Kollontai’s paper on the left 
Opposition of 1921, and its limitations. But this is not our problem 
now. The defects are obvious there: about the role of the party, the 
role of the trade unions and so on. Of course, Kronstadt was the last 
mark of some independent activity of the masses, which was crushed 
by the Bolshevik party. But once I started the critique of bureaucracy, 
it evolved quite rapidly into a critique of lots of things: of the Leninist 
conception of the party, and then of Marxian economics. I had started 
working as an economist at this time, and was working on Das Kapital. 
I couldn't make much sense of it in relation to actual developments. F 
couldn’t make much sense of it theoretically, either. Here starts all my 
criticism of the theory of value, which finds its final form in the text 
about Marx and Aristotle which appears in Crossroads in the Labyrinth. 
Next came the critique of the Marxian conception of what socialism is 
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all about, the bad utopian aspect of all this: the elimination of the idea 
of politics, the sort of paradisiac state depicted in the early manuscripts, 
where in the morning you are a fisherman, in the afternoon a poet, etc. 
-I don’t know what you are after dark! There is also the idea, absolutely 
central to Marx, that labour is slavery and freedom is outside the field 
of labour. Freedom is leisure. This is written in so many words. Labour 
is the field of necessity. 


RP That’s more characteristic of the older Marx, isn’t it? 
Castoriadis ft is in Das Kapital. The kingdom of freedom can be built 


only through the reduction of the working day. During the working 
day, you are under necessity. This is diametrically opposed to any idea 
of self-management by producers, and of production itself - once it is 
radically changed, and once technology is also changed - as a field of 
exercise of human capabilities and human freedom. 


RP There is also the idea of labour becoming ‘life’s prime want’. 
Castoriadis That’s in the early manuscripts. But this is abandoned in the 


system. Next came the critique of what one can call Marxist economism. 
The imaginary signification of the centrality of production and economy 
throughout history. This is obviously a retrojection of capitalist imag- 
inary significations throughout the whole of human history. Then there 
was tne philosophical work, which is thére in ‘Marxist Thought and 
Revolution’, the first part of The Imaginary Institution of Society, which 
was published in the last five issues of Socialisme ou Barbarie in 
1964/65. 


Secialisme ou Barbarie 


RP Could you say something about the experience of Socialisme ou 


Barbarie? What was the political context in which you operated? And 
how, given your critique of the Leninist conception of the party, was 
the group organized, internally? How were its interventions made? What 
do you think are its enduring achievements? 


Castoriadis Well, the famous organizational problem was there all the 


time. After an initial period during which there were strong residual 
elements, including in myself, in favour of the Leninist conception of 
the party (which I gave up about 1950}, there was still an internal 
divide concerning the problem of organization, berween people who 
were saying that no organization is needed (the proletariat will do every- 
thing, we are just a group trying to work out some ideas} and others, 
tike myself, who insisted, as I stilt would insist, that a political orga- 
nization is necessary. Not a vanguard party, certainly, but some sort 
of political organization. Political activity is collective activity, and it 
ends up with concrete acts, be it a publication or whatever. You have 
to take decisions. And so you have to have some rules about how you 
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take decisions. Say, majority rules. Obviously, you allow the minority 
to express themselves, even publicly. But there are some points at which 
decisions have to be taken, and they have to be univocal. Some coor- 
dination of the general activities is necessary. But I said very early on 
that the only way to do this is on the basis of the idea of some sort 
of collective self-government. Also, the political organization could play 
the role, not of a model, but of a sort of exemplary activity, showing 
people that they can organize collectively; that they can rule their own 
affairs, 

RP It sounds quite Luxemburgian. 

Castoriadis If you wish. In a certain sense, yes. From this point of view, 
certainly. This led to splits with Lefort. He was against any formal 
organization ~ ‘We are an intellectual group, we publish a magazine, 
that’s all? You must remember the circumstances at the time. The Cold 
War started about 1947 and in Europe, especially in France, the 
Stalinists were almost all-powerful, even if they did leave the government 
in 1947, All the Left was with them. Remember the stories of Sartre 
and others, the fellow travellers? We were absolutely isolated. There 
was a period when, after the outbreak of the Korean war, we were less 
than a dozen in the group. And the audience was extremely limited, 
residual ultra-leftist groups. We cleared the ultra-left ground. Whatever 
was really of worth there came to Soctalisme ou Barbarie - not the 
Trotskyists, of course. But the situation was extremely hard. Later, after 
1953, with Stalin dead, the Berlin revolt, the Czechoslovakian strikes 
in 1954, then Hungary and Poland in 1956, the armosphere starred 
changing, and the review gained some audience — never very important. 
At the time we were selling about 1,000 copies of the magazine, which 
were read around. Then came the Algerian war, and the stand we took 
against the Algerian war. There was a kind of renaissance amongst the 
student youth at that time. People started coming and the group grew. 
Some time in 1958/59, in the whole of France, including the provinces, 
we were about 100. By 1962, 1963, 1964 we could hold public meetings 
in Paris with, say, 300 or 400 people. But all of this, as you see, was 
extremely limited. Of course, after 1968 lots of people said they were 
in Socialisme ou Barbarie. To which I have answered that if all these 
people who say that they were in Socialisme ou Barbarie had really 
been in Socialisme ou Barbarie, we probably would have grasped power 
in France some time around 1958. 

RP So you disbanded as an organization just before that moment, in the 
later 1960s, when the left began to open up and expand as a result of 
changes in the political and economic situation more generally? 

Castoriadis Yes, We had some people in the Renault factories who were 
producing a paper specifically for Renault workers. This was not a 
subsidiary of Socialisme ou Barbarie. It was produced by workers and 
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so on. But all this was extremely limited. There was much more under- 
ground influence, unknown, anonymous; and it sprung out in 1968 in 
lots of people, including, for example, Dany Cohn-Bendit. 

RP Why did Socialisme ou Barbarie come to an end? 

Castoriadis This was a decision which I pushed very strongly. First of all, 
there had been a split, a second split, between 1960 and 1963. In 1960 
I wrote a text called ‘Modern Capitalism and Revolution’, which was 
the most thorough critique of the classical Marxist position at this time: 
of the idea that the proletariat has a privileged role to play, of the idea 
that economic problems are the main problems, and so on and so forth. 
It argued that the problem of the transformation of society is a much 
more general problem. There is the question of youth, the question of 
women, of the changing character of labour, of urbanism, and of tech- 
nology — changing technology. All this created a strong reaction from 
part of the group, for which the theoretical representative was Lyotard, 
who at the time was playing the adamant Marxist. This led to a split 
in 1963 which weakened the group. We were the majority. We kept 
the magazine, they kept the monthly journal, Workers’ Power. It was 
the first paper of this name. Later, the Italians published Potere Operaio. 
This was part of the underground influence. In Italy, lots of these people 
had been reading Socialisme ou Barbarie. But the group was weakened. 

Public influence was expanding, as I have said. We were selling more 
and more. People were coming to the meetings, but they would not 
actively participate. They were passive consumers of the ideas. And this 
was reflected on the review, because to produce a magazine the main 
problem is the collaborators ~ the people who write. It’s very funny. 
We never had money, but publishing Socialisme ou Barbarie was never 
a financial problem. We always managed. The problem was the 
contents. Not enough people were coming into the group. Also, my 
own personal collaboration was beginning to take a different form. I 
was digging decper and deeper into the theoretical underpinning, both 
of Marxist theory and of what we needed for a new conception. This 
was the first part of The Imaginary Institution of Society. 

RP You were still working as an economist at this time? 

Castoriadis Yes. I was working at the OECD. The review was taking the 
bizarre aspect of a theoretical-philosophical magazine which was also 
pretending to be a revolutionary organ, It was the first in France, and 
all over Europe, for instance, to produce an extensive account of the 
Berkeley events. The review anticipated the movements of the 1960s. 
It is there, about the students, the women and so on. It is written down. 
But this was not enough. And so at some time in 1966, we said, ‘For 
the time being, the thing has become meaningless. We had better stop 
and. begin again later.’ And two years later, of course, came 1968. I 
don’t know what would have happened if we had still been a group 
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in 1968, But 1968 very quickly fell under the spell of Maoists and 
Trotskyists and so on — not at the beginning, I mean the great period, 
but very quickly. One can’t rewrite history. 

RP Did you have any relations with the Arguments group, the people 
who left the Communist Party in 1956? 

Castoriadis Yes. But the relations were bizarre. Edgar Morin published a 
paper in which he both recognized the role of Socialisme ou Barbarie 
and criticized it very strongly, saying that we were obsessed with 
bureaucracy and making a sort of panacea or shibboleth our of self- 
management. There were answers in Arguments on our part. But there 
was not very much contact, except on some personal levels, Later on, 
when Arguments had stopped, Morin participated in some of our public 
meetings. He wrote a paper in Socialisme ou Barbarie. But there was 
never a close collaboration. From the beginning, Arguments took itself 
as being a review by intellectuals for intellectuals. We never abandoned 
the idea that we aim at the general public, and not at intellectuals. 


Philosophy and Imagination 


RP Perhaps we could switch the topic back to the issue of your intellec- 
tual formation. What were the main intellectual sources of your move 
away from Marxism? What did you draw upon to fuel your develop- 
ment away from an orthodox communist politics? You have defined 
your relationship to Marxism negatively, in terms of the things that 
you gradually gave up until finally more or less the whole thing had 
been given up and you embarked upon an independent intellectual 
project. Who inspired you in this second stage? 

Castoriadis It is quite difficult for me to answer your question in a modest 
way. I would say that the main source was the immanent critique. It 
does not work, this system which had fascinated me as a 13-year-old 
boy: the idea that you have a coherent picture of human history and 
the world — that that’s how it works — and it’s going to reach a happy 
final stage. 

RP You mentioned Aristotle ... 

Castoriadis Yes, but that was 1975. In the whole of my writings for 
Socialisme ou Barbarie, which have been published in paperback now 
in France, there is, I think, in all one mention of Plato, and one mention 
of Thucydides. That’s all. Before the first part of The Imaginary 
Institution of Society (1964/65), there is no mention of any philosopher 
whatsoever. It’s not that I didn’t want to mention one. Jt was because 
this was an immanent critique. The main thing that fuelled it was 
contemporary experience; the experience of working-class movements. 
The theme was the critique of capitalism, the critique of the development 
of capitalist economies — the nonsensical character of the aims proposed 
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by the capitalist economy, which were more or fess shared by Marxism: 
let’s increase material wealth and so on. Then, after a point, the ques- 
tions became for me: ‘What is history?’ and ‘What is society? The work 
about the institution began here, in 1959. There are already sceds in a 
1953 article criticizing Marxist economics and speaking about creativity 
in history; and even before, in 1950/51, speaking about creativity and 
autonomy. The idea was there, but it was not elaborated. 


RP it wasn’t drawn from Merleau-Ponty? 
Castoriadis No. Merleau-Ponty had nothing to do with it. There is no 


idea of creation or creativity in Merleau-Ponty, as far as I can see. I 
had been interested in philosophy since my adolescence, but I kept the 
two things separate. This is perhaps a bizarre personal trait. I didn’t 
want to mix political thinking and political activity with philosophy. 
Not for practical or pedagogical reasons - you don’t go to the workers 
telling them to read the Third Critique — but this is a position which 
I still have. I don’t think you can draw directly from philosophy, as 
such, political conclusions. 


RP Yet in your more recent writings you sce philosophical reflection as 


quite central to the project of autonomy — not the whole of that project, 
but very central to it... 


Castoriadis That’s true. But my ontology is an ontology of creation: 


creation and destruction. Creation can be democracy and the Parthenon 
and Macbeth, but it is also Auschwitz, the Gulag and all that. These 
are fantastic creations. Politics has to do with political judgements and 
value choices. 


RP For which you can’t find an ontological ground? 
Castoriadis No. I don’t think there is an ontological basis for value judge- 


ments. Once you enter the field of philosophy, you have already made 
a value judgement, Socrates’ value judgement: the unexamined life is 
not worth living (and the unlived life is not worth examining, as you 
say in Essex ~ this is true as well). But this is already a stand you have 
taken. In this sense, the decision to enter the reflexive domain is already 
a sort of grounding decision, which can’t rationally ground itself. If 
you try to rationally ground it, you use what is the result of the decision. 
You are in a vicious circle. 


RP So how do you draw people into the reflexive life? Through examples? 
Castoriadis Yes, through examples and through consequences. But you 


can’t force somebody rationally to be rational. There is no demonstra- 
tion of the kind: if you don’t philosophize, you are absurd. Because the 
other says, ‘I don’t care about being absurd’, or ‘I have to be absurd, 
otherwise | am not a true Christian.’ Credo quia absurdum. You can't 
‘refute’ Tertullian. 

So, for a long time, I tried to keep politics and philosophy separate. 
They ‘oined in the first part of my article of 1964/65, ‘Marxism and 
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Revolutionary Theory’, Once I had reached the idea of institution, of 
the imaginary creation of history, Í started re-reading philosophy with 
a different eye. And what I encountered there as forerunners in this 
field - but only at the level of the subjective individual imagination, of 
course — was Kant and Fichte. Later, I took up Aristotle, much later. 
That is the first place you find an examination of the problem of 
phantasia: the genius discovering the thing, and the Hmitations and 
impossibilities the discovery of phantasia creates for the Aristotelian 
ontology. Then another development starts. ] had never stopped busying 
myself with philosophy. I came to France to do a Ph.D. thesis in philos- 
ophy. (The theme of the thesis was that any attempt at a rationally 
constructed philosophical system leads to blind alleys, to aporias and 
to antinomies. Mostly, what F had in mind was Hegel, but not only.} 
This remains an unfinished manuscript. So I was reading things and 
scribbling and jotting all the time, but not systematically. It was only 
after Socialisme ou Barbarie that 1 took this up again systematically. 
Even then my main sources of inspiration have never been, properly 
speaking, in the history of philosophy. They have been much more 
problems arising out of, say, psychoanalysis; out of the analysis of the 
social-historical; out of the state of contemporary sciences — the crisis 
of foundations in mathematics, the aporias of contemporary physics, 
or problems in biology — the emergence of living things: what is a living 
thing? What is the biclogical closure of an organism? 

As far as the problem of imagination is concerned, the main difference 
is that for both Aristotle and Kant, as for all philosophers, imagination 
is looked at uniquely from the point of view of the subject: the tran- 
scendental imagination in Kant, the imagination of the Transcendental 
Ego in Fichte, etc. There is nothing corresponding to the social- 
historical. The same is true of Heidegger. There is no substantial relation 
of Dasein to history; to society even less. If I have made a contribution, 
it is this: what I call the radical imaginary, the instituting imaginary, 
as a social-historical element. 

Į accuse all philosophers of ignoring the ontological status of, for 
instance, language. Language is institution. It is a fantastic paradigm 
of institution. The philosophers think - they think, therefore they talk, 
they use language, but they don’t care to say what language is and how 
it came about. And when they do say, they say, like Heidegger: the gift 
of Being. Everything is a gift of Being - including death, of course. if 
one envisages the institution of language, one has to envisage a creative 
possibility which actualizes itself in the anonymous collective, which is 
the instituting imaginary, which posits language, which posits rules, and 
thereby enables the singular human being — which is unfit for life qua 
singular human being, a biological monstrosity — it enables it to survive. 
I am very much attracted by some philosophers, There is no problem 
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about it. Pm very much attracted by the Great Four — Plato, Aristotle, 
Kant and Hegel. I always find food for thought there. 

RP You've referred to your classical predecessors, but someone looking 
at French intellectual history in the rwentieth century can see a very 
strong thematics of the imagination. For example, there is one of Sartre’s 
first books, L'Imaginaire. When you arrived in Paris, you attended a 
course given by Bachelard, foc whom the notion of the imagination is 
absalutely central. Then there is Lacan, of course, as well. You do seem 
to ft into a twentieth-century French tradition of reflection on the 
problem of the imagination. Are there really no influences here? 

Castoriadis I think I come from a completely different direction. Sartre’s 
imaginary or imagination is purely negative. It is the possibility of envis- 
aging that something could not be. It’s a negativizing faculty of the 
ego. For me, it’s just the opposite. It’s the capacity to posit something 
which is not there. 

RP Isn’t the philosophical structure of that process actually the same, 
with one side rather than the other being emphasized? 

Castoriadis But there is no given without imagination. In this respect, my 
view of imagination is much nearer to Kant. It’s constitutive, absolutely 
constitutive. The difference from Kant is chat my imagination is creative 
in a genuine sense. The Kantian imagination, the transcendental imag- 
ination, always has to imagine the same thing. lf the Kantian 
imagination started really imagining, the world would collapse. It has 
to posit the same forms, otherwise it’s just what he calls empirical imag- 
ination. We remain in the realm of the subject. Lacan’s imagination is 
a very bizarre thing. Vulgarly speaking, it is the illusion. Nothing more 
than that; the reflection in the mirror; the image in the mirror, and the 
image the other sends to me of myself. Lacan’s imaginary is the optical 
illusion. 

RP Is it not also connected to the lack? Isn’t it a more dynamic process 
- the filling of a lack? You make it sound very empirical, this notion 
of reflection ... 

Castoriadis The attempt at filling a lack is desire. Lacan doesn’t link it 
to the imaginary as such, which, for him, has to do with what he calls 
‘demand’. It’s another realm, You have the lack, you have desire, you 
have the Law — which imposes the lack in a certain sense. But the 
imaginary is not a result of the desire - or of ‘demand’, It is exactly 
the other way round. Cows do not desire, for they have no imagination 
— not in the human sense. Bachelard is another thing. I followed 
Bachelard when I arrived in Paris, for half a year, because he was the 
only one worth following. Then he stopped. That year, he was engaged 
in discussing some aspects of science from the point of view of his own 
epistemological conceptions. It was interesting, but it didn’t go very far. 
[ read Bachelard much later, but if you know his work you'll see the 
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differences. It’s imagination in a very louse sense. It’s not constitutive 
in character. And certainly, it’s not a social element. 

RKP But there is that sense of creativity there? 

Castoriadis There is, in a certain sense, a sense of creativity in Bachelard. 
That’s true. But I was never really attracted to his work. 

RP What about surrealism? 

Castoriadis I knew a bit about it because there were some Greek surre- 
alists, and 1 was very fascinated by them. Then, when I came to France, 
I learnt much more. I was extremely fascinated by Breton and every- 
thing he had to say. At that time, the interest of Breton for me was 
the poetic dimension. Twenty-five years later, 1 said ‘creation is poesis’, 
and I gave another meaning to poesis. It’s very difficult to make one’s 
own intellecrual biography in a thorough and honest way. You are 
exposed to influences all the time that you don’t even know about; or 
you don’t know the way they are going to work through you, perhaps 
much later. But among the people who for me were the most important 
in France at that time was Breton. And then Benjamin Peret, who came 
later to Socialisme ou Barbarie, and published a text in the journal; 
and a younger surrealist called Jean-Jacques Lebel who was in the group 
and very much in touch with us. 

RP We were thinking on a more theoretical plane, about your interpre- 
tauon of the Freudian unconscious. One can read Freud in a very 
deterministic way, but the notion of the creativity of the unconscious 
is obviously there, if you read between the lines. It seems that it was 
the surrealists who picked up on that. 

Castoriadis They picked it up, yes; but they never theorized it. They used 
it. They interpreted it this way. It is the fantastic part of Freud, the 
Freud who is always talking about imagination but never names 
the thing. But what else are the phantasies? The positivistic streak in 
him is very strong. After all, this is Vienna at the end of the nineteenth 
century, and there are problems of scientific respectability. He was 
already creating havoc by saying chat children are polymorphous- 
perverse people. If in addition he had said, ‘Whatever I tell you, it’s 
just the imagination of the subject ... ‘, he would have been even more 
laughed out of court than he was at the beginning. Around 1911 he 
signed a manifesto calling for the establishment of a Society for the 
Diffusion of Positivistic Thinking, with Petzold, Hilbert, Einstein and 
some other people. He was a very contradictory character. 


Autonomy 


RP You have said that your notion of the imagination is not related back 
to the subject, at least not only to the subject — individuals are formed 
within the context of a particular institution of society; and you have 
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written about the heteronomous institution of society as that which has 
obtained historically; and about autonomy as a political value. Yet if 
the process of institution is not in some sense the outcome of collective 
activity, but is the matrix within which all activity cakes place, how 
could there be an autonomous institution of society? It seems as though 
institution always already precedes the empirical activity of human 
beings. 

Castoriadis This is the problem of the politics of autonomy, of the estab- 
lishment of an autonomous society. I think that you can have, you can 
imagine, you can devise ~ and you do have, up to a certain point, 
you did have, in the Western world — institutions which are not just 
institutions of closure. If we have institutions which noc only allow but 
further the creation of individuals who are capable of discussing, or 
putting into question, if we create a public space where discussion 
is genuinely made possible, where information is available, etc., this is 
already something completely different, completely other, from the state 
of classically heceronomous societies, where you have to think what the 
institution of society tells you to think. 

RP But doesn’t the philosophical structure of the concept of institution 
mean that, at an ontological level, it is tied up with heteronomy in a 
way that suggests that when one is speaking of autonomy and heter- 
onomy politically one is actually talking about something else? 

Castoriadis We are working under the weight of inherited thought here. 
Behind what you say, there is a conception of autonomy which [ would 
call metaphysical freedom, in the derogatory sense. 

RP Some Kantian notion? 

Castotiadis Kantian, or perhaps even, to be obscene, Sartrean. That is, 
one would be autonomous if one were absolutely outside any external 
influence and fully spontaneous. Now, this is just nonsense. This is a 
philosophical phantasy. Philosophy has put up this phantasy, and it 
judges reality against this phantasy. Jt doesn’t exist. Autonomy, as I 
understand it in the field of the individual, is not a watertight frontier 
against everything else, a well out of which spring, absolutely sponta- 
neously, absolutely original contents. Autonomy is an ongoing process, 
whereby you always have contents which are given, borrowed — you 
are in the world, you are in society, you have inherited a language, you 
live in a certain history. You have been geworfen, as Heidegger says. 
You have not chosen to be born in 1952, or whenever, neither have 
you chosen to be born in England. This just is the case. You will never 
know the great philosopher of the year 2100, who might have changed 
your way of thinking. It is in this world that we have to have a work- 
able and effective concept of autonomy. Autonomy does not mean Í 
am totally separated from everything external. And, in relation to my 
own contents, which are 99 per cent borrowed, have come from outside, 
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I have a reflective, critical, deliberative activity, and I can to a significant 
degree say yes and no. I can also allow my own radical imagination, 
my flux of representations and ideas — we are talking about thinking 
now — to well up, and there to choose again; because my radical imag- 
ination may produce nonsense, or absurdities, or things which do not 
work. It is this ongeing process which I call an autonomous subjectivity. 

RP So the radical imagination is a kind of pure source? 

Castoriadis It is the permanent welling of representations, desires and 
affects which, in heteronomous societies, are practically 100 per cent 
repressed and appear only in Freudian slips, dreams, maladies, psychoses 
and transgressions. It is always with us, and can be freed; not that we 
would accept all its products. But it could be free to supply contents, 
new contents, upon which our reflective and deliberative activity can 
work. So if we consider the relation to the collectivity, the idea that 
Pm not free because the others are there, or because the law is out 
there, only really makes sense against this traditional phantasy. Others, 
and the existence of the law, are not just constraints. hey are also 
sources of freedom. They are sources of possibilities of action. They 
are sources of facilitation. They are riches. 

RP So what you understand by the project of autonomy is the maxi- 
mization of the possibilities of reflection, self-reflection and deliberation? 
Is this an Idea in the Kantian sense? 

Castoriadis No, it’s not an Idea in the Kantian sense. 

RP So it’s realizable, then, your concept of autonomy? It’s philosophically 
constituted in such a way that it is a possible object of historical real- 
ization. It must be materially possible? 

Castoriadis Yes. It must be materially possible. It’s not a utopia. And it’s 
not a Kantian Idea. It’s not at an infinite distance. It’s not the polar 
star, 

RP And yet it’s not already implicit within history, in the way that some 
people understand Marx to have thought. 

Castoriadis No. It’s an historical creation, an historical creation which is 
up to now unfinished. 

RP But if it’s not implicit in history, if it is to be created in an open 
history, how do we know it’s actually going to be realizable? 

Castoriadis We don’t. We work for it, but we don’t know in advance. 


Market and Plan, System and Lifeworld 


RP Perhaps we could turn more directly to politics. It has become 
prevalent on the Left to say, ‘If the plan doesn’t work, then weve got 
to go back to the market. In a complex modern society we have to 
have impersonal forms of mediation, impersonal forms of collective 
regulation’ — in Habermas’s terms, the distinction between system and 
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lifeworld. Habermas argues that, although systems should ultimately be 
under the democratic control of the lifeworld, we can’t abolish the 
systems as such. The market and some forms of administrative- 
bureaucratic regulation of society must remain. This is the basis of his 
critique of Marx: that Marx has some notion of collapsing all social 
relations back into the immediacy of the lifeworld. It seems that a lot 
of your inspiration comes, albeit indirectly, from the early Marx. Where 
does your concept of autonomy place you in this debate? 

Castoriadis Marx was certainly wrong in thinking that all impersonal 
mediations have to be abolished. This appears in his critique of the 
commodity, and also of money. I repudiated this as early as 1957 in 
a text called ‘The Content of Socialism’ which is in my Political and 
Social Writings. For me, it’s quite obvious: you can’t have a complex 
society without, for instance, impersonal means of exchange. Money 
has this function, and is very important from this point of view. It’s 
another thing to deprive money of one of its functions in capitalist and 
pre-capitalist economies as an instrument for the personal accumulation 
of wealth and the acquisition of means of production. As a unit of 
value and as a means of exchange, money is a great invention, a great 
creation of humanity. We are living in societies; there is an anonymous 
collectivity; we express our needs and preferences by being willing to 
spend that much on that item, and not on anything else. This doesn’t, 
to my mind, create any problem. The real problem starts when you say 
‘market’. Again, in this text from 1957, I said that the socialist society 
is the first society where there’s going to be a genuine market, because 
a capitalist market is not a market, A capitalist market is not a market, 
not only if you compare it with the manuals of political economy, where 
the market is transparent and where capital is a jelly which moves from 
one field of production to another instantaneously because profits are 
bigger there — all that is nonsense ~ but because prices have nothing 
to do with costs. In an autonomous society you will have a genuine 
market in the sense both of the abolition of all monopolistic and oligop- 
olistic positions, and of a correspondence of the prices af goods to 
actual social costs. 

RP Will you have a market in labour power? 

Castoriadis This is a problem, My position is that you can’t have a market 
in labour power in the sense that you can’t have an autonomous society 
if you persist in the differentiation of salaries, wages and incomes. If 
you do have this differentiation, then you keep all the motivations of 
capitalism, of homo economicus, and all the old hadge-podge starts 
again. 

RP Won’t this undermine the market? 

Castoriadis I don’t see why. There are no economic and rational grounds 
on which I can say, ‘One hour of this man’s work.is worth three umes 
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that of some other man.’ This is the whole problem of the critique of 
value theory, and the critique of what underlies value theory, which is 
the idea that you can impute the result of production to this and that 
other factor, in a definite way. But in truth, you cannot do this imputa- 
tion. The product is always a social product and an historical product. 
You have to take into account that whatever imputation of costs you do, 
it’s a relative imputation, geared to social needs and geared to the future 
— which has, of course, to have some relation to historical costs and real- 
ity. But you cannot have differential labour costs based on any rational 
or even reasonable justification. That’s a very hard point to swallow. 

RP So you don’t think that there is any rationality to the capitalistic 
distribution of social labour through the wage relation, in terms of 
productivity? It’s purely political? 

Castoriadis It’s purely political. The present distribution of income, both 
between groups and between individuals, is the sheer outcome of a 
struggle of forces. Nothing more. This creates problems in relation to 
work discipline. If the work collective is not capable of establishing 
enough solidarity and discipline, in order to have everybody working 
according to some accepted collective rules, we reach the political hard 
core of the problem. Then there is nothing to do; no more than there 
is in the field of political democracy, if people are not willing to be 
responsible for the decisions of the collectivity, to participate actively 
and so on. This doesn’t mean that you have to maintain bureaucratic 
and hierarchical structures in production — on the contrary. The division 
of tasks is nor the same as the division of power, 

I spent a lot of my time trying to analyse the functioning of capitalist 
factories. | found that the capitalist planning of production in the factory 
is half of the time absurd. The factory works because the workers trans- 
gress the capitalist organization of production. They work against the 
rules, or at a distance from the rules, so production can go on. If they 
werc to apply the rules, production would stop immediately. The proof 
is that ‘working to rule’ is one of the most efficient ways of breaking 
everything down. So much for the capitalist organization of hierarchy. 
As soon as you have hierarchy, you have rhis fundamental opacity in 
the production sphere, because you have the division between executives 
and directors: people who manage and people who execute. By virtue 
of their position, the workers have to hide what is going on from the 
eyes of the directors. This reaches delirious proportions in a fully 
bureaucratic society, but is the case practically everywhere. The 
collective has to take the basic decisions. It can delegate, but it elects 
and it can revoke. 

RP This will entail very high levels of political culture and activism. 

Castoriadis Yes, high levels of responsibility between people. That’s 
certain. You cannot have a truly democratic collectivity, not only self- 
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management and production, but on the sheer political level, unless 
people are really active. But we shouldn’t fetishize this: one can think 
of institutions which facilitate this participation. Today, to be respon- 
sible, to attempt to participate, you would have to be heroic twenty-four 
hours a day. We have to create a situation whereby you can participate 
without being heroic twenty-four hours a day. 

RP This would mean a reduction of working time. 

Castortadis Certainly. But there are other considerations. What is working 
time spent on? During the war in America production doubled between 
1939 and 1942. And the workers were actually working for only about 
four hours in the factory. They were playing the numbers, or they were 
playing cards, or they were ‘working for the government’, as the 
Americans say — ‘Leave me alone, I’m working for the government,’ 
That meant he was doing something which he would take home. What 
is the English expression? — moonlighting. In France they call it ‘la 
perruque’. And in Russia, you know the tremendous extent of it. I 
would argue that present output under different conditions of partici- 
pation of the workers could take place in four hours or six hours instead 
of eight, 

RP Would it be true to say that you are in favour of what is sometimes 
called indicative planning, via some general democratic framework at 
a social! level? 

Castoriadis More than indicative. | don’t think there is contradiction 
between market and planning in this respect. In an autonomous society 
one must have a true market, not just with consumer freedom, but 
with consumer sovereignty: which specific items are produced for 
consumption must be decided by consumers in the day-to-day vote of 
their purchases where everybody has equal vote. Today, the vote of Mr 
Trump is worth one million votes of the average American. That’s not 
what I mean by a true market. But you have to have general decisions 
about at least two things: the partition of national product, or national 
income, between consumption in general and investment in general; and 
the share of the mass of consumption between private consumption and 
public consumption — how much society decides to devote to education, 
to roads, to erect monuments, to all public endeavours; and how much 
it decides that individuals are free to spend as they want. You need 
a collective decision about this. You have to have proposals and discus- 
sions, and bring forward the implications of decisions before the eyes 
of the people. 

In this sense, you have to have a planning, because the implications of 
the decision about investment and consumption have to be foreseen. If 
you decide that you will have so much investment, these are morc or less 
the consumption levels you can count upon in the coming years. If you 
want more investinent, then you will have to consume less. But maybe 
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you will be able to consume more in five years time. If you want more 
education, you can’t have it for nothing. You will have to devote 
resources to education, and you have to decide where you take these 
resources from. Do you take them from private consumption? Or do you 
take them from investment, that is, from the future growth of productive 
facilities? Do you care about any future growth of productive facilities, 
or do you just want to renew the existing capital? All this has to be 
brought forward, and it cannot be reasonably decided by market forces. 

RP This sounds like the kind of debate currently taking place in the Soviet 
Union. 

Castoriadis In a sense, yes. But I don’t accept this idea of Habermas’s 
that because you have to have the system you have to accept a degree 
of alienation or heteronomy. I don’t say that you can be master of 
everything. You can’t control everything. That’s not the problem. The 
point is that you can always look back, always change things, and 
establish mechanisms whereby the function of society is made control- 
lable by people, though certainly not fully transparent. 


Events in Eastern Europe 


RP You draw a contrast between fragmented bureaucratic capitalism and 
totalitarian bureaucratic capitalism which makes it look as though the 
Eastern European societies were a more closed, more extreme form of 
the same sort of society which we have in the West. Yer they have 
revealed a fragility which was quite unexpected. Do you think that your 
interpretation of bureaucracy and capitalism needs to be revised in the 
light of recent events? And, given that what perhaps rhe majority of 
Eastern Europeans seem to want at the moment is simply to exchange 
the plan for the market, in what sense was 1989s ‘Springtime of 
Nations’ a manifestation of autonomy? 

Castoriadis Eastern Europe is different from Russia. It had an imposed and 
an imported regime, which never had the same roots and the same 
strength as it had in Russia. I don’t think the events in Eastern Europe, 
or even in Russia, have changed the characterization of the regime as it 
was. The regime was a form of bureaucratic totalitarian capitalism. But 
it was subject to deep internal antinomies, which I have analysed for a 
long time. From the time of the Hungarian revolution, and even before, 
people were resisting passively, but they were resisting fantastically, even 
in Russia. In Russian factories they were resisting fantastically. But this 
totalitarian regime, this bureaucratic totalitarian capitalism, is not a time- 
less essence. It has a history. Already after Stalin’s death, ic was obvious 
that it couldn’t go on as it had before. You had Khrushchev, and the 
period under Brezhnev, which 1 characterized as stratocracy, in the sense 
that the regime had become totally cynical. Nobody believed in any ideas 
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in this regime. The only objective was sheer force. Brute force for the 
sake of brute force. The maximum possible social resources were put into 
the military sector. What we know now about what was going on proves 
that, if anything, my analysis fell short of the reality. The degree of the 
suppression of the civilian economy for the sake of the military was even 
bigger than I had originally reckoned at the time, in 1981. 

The Polish and Afghan events played a very big role in the change, in 
the sense that the Russian leading groups realized that they were con- 
fronted with an impasse. They didn’t intervene militarily in Poland, they 
intervened in an indirect way through Jaruzelski. And in Afghanistan 
they failed. What nobody had foreseen, me as little as anybody else, was 
the emergence of Gorbachev and the reforming group. This was totally 
unforeseeable. A big part of the ching is Gorbachev’s role as a civilizing 
autocrat. But it’s not just that. He also happened to be a very clever and 
able politician. And he certainly could not have risen to power without 
the support of the army and the KGB. That’s quite clear. They realized 
that there was an over-extension of Russia's attempts to be a world 
power, This unleashed a series of events which culminated in Eastern 
Europe. There, people hated the regime and were ready to act, as soon 
as they were sure that the Russian tanks would not enter. 

I gave an interview to Esprit in 1982 called ‘The Hardest and Most 
Fragile of All Regimes’ in which I argued chat, as long as the thing 
holds it appears to be like steel, but in fact it is extremely fragile - like 
glass ~ and could be pulverized from one day to the other. This is what 
happened. This amazed people, because all these organizations, these 
steely Stalinist people — ‘We are the vanguard of humanity’ — became 
sand from one day to the next. But the same thing is not happening 
in Russia. Which proves that there the thing has much more important 
roots. Up to now the process is much slower. You have ethnic strife, 
and you had this fantastic miners’ strike in the summer of 1989, with 
demands which were not just economic but also political, but demon- 
strations by the people are only beginning. But Gorbachev is overrun 
by events, both in the ethnic field and the general field - that’s why he 
retreats constantly in external relations. I wrote in 1977 chat of all 
the industrialized countries Russia is the first candidate for a social 
revolution. Up to now, the social revolution hasn’t appeared, but ... 

RP Are you hopeful? 

Castotiadis No. If the social revolution happens ... that’s another point. 
We will probably have to pay the legacy of Marxism-Leninism for years 
from now, It’s true that in Eastern Europe at the moment, people can’t 
think of anything else except a liberal capitalist society. Almost everything 
else has disappeared from the horizon. As an Hungarian friend of mind 
was telling me some months ago: in Hungary you can’t even pronounce a 
word which starts with ‘S’ ~ enough of it. Any word. This is the negative 
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side of it. They are under the understandable delusion that the West is a 
utopia, a cornucopia. In actual fact, they are not even going to have that. 
They are going to have a very miserable situation. Even in the political 
field it’s not clear that anything resembling a parliamentary regime in the 
West will be easy to establish; except perhaps in Czechoslovakia or 
Hungary. We are confronted with history in the process of creation. 

RP Are there no grounds for hope, then? 

Castoriadis I don’t much like to talk about ‘grounds of hope’. | think that 
you have to do what you have to do — and hope for the best. If you take 
the rich, ripe capitalist countries, we certainly should not renew the dis- 
course about insurmountable internal contradictions. Yet there are at least 
two facts which make it extremely difficult to believe in an indefinite 
reproduction of the present state of affairs. The first is the ecological limit, 
which we are nearer and nearer to. The second concerns the present state 
of capitalist society, but is somewhat analogous to the ecological question. 
Everybody is lauding the extraordinary efficiency of capitalism in the field 
of economic production. This is true. But up till now this has been 
achieved through the irreversible destruction of a capital of natural 
resources which had been accumulating for three billion years (or at least 
700 million years}. This has been thrown away, destroyed, over fifty years 
or a hundred years. There were sediments of forests, of land, of oxygen, 
of ozone, of a variety of living species, ete. But the same is true on the 
anthropological level. Capitalism can function — could function — because 
there was a capitalist entrepreneur who was fascinated and impassioned 
by producing things, and setting up new machines. Very often he was, if 
not an inventor, at least a quite clever design engineer — Edison and Ford, 
for example. This type is disappearing. More and more, you make money 
by playing in the casino, not by setting up production facilities. Capitalism 
also presupposes anthropological types — the bureaucrat, the judge, the 
educator — which are pre-capitalist products. If the prevailing philosophy 
and system of values is chat you try to earn as much money as you can, 
and to hel! with the rest — one doesn’t see why you should have judges, or 
university professors, or even schoolteachers, You will have them, bur 
they will do their job in the worst possible way: trying to get away with 
as much as they can; being corrupt, if corruption is materially feasible, and 
so on. In this respect, capitalism is living by exhausting sediments of pre- 
vious norms and values, which become meaningless in the present system. 
Absolutely meaningless. But this is not a ‘ground’ for hope. An ecological 
catastrophe, for instance, could very well lead to a series of quasi-fascist 
dictatorships — “The holiday is over. This is your ration for the coming 
month: ten litres of oxygen, two gallons of petrol, etc. That’s all.’ 


Interviewed by Peter Dews and Peter Osborne 
Essex University, February 1990 
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Lacan in Slovenia 
Slavoj Žižek and Renata Salecl 


One notable result of the political ferment in Central and Eastern 
Europe since 1989 has been the emergence of new theoretical 
currents, often combining strands of thought which -— to West 
European eyes - appear as starkly incompatible. Nowadays, one 
can meet young Soviet philosophers whose interest in the Frankfurt 
School, and in deconstruction, is matched by their keen advocacy 
of neo-liberal economics, and East European sociologists whose 
Foucauldian critique of Marxism and the one-party state is tempered 
by deep scepticism about the politics of privatization. 

One of the most intriguing of these new syntheses is the 
‘Lacanian-Hegelian-Marxism’ which has been developed by, among 
others, Slavoj Zizek, Senior Researcher at the Institute for Social 
Sciences, University of Ljubljana in Slovenia ~ the westernmost 
republic of the old federal state of Yugoslavia and the first to declare 
its independence, in 199%. Philosophically, Zizek’s work is distin- 
guished by its novel psychoanalyticai interpretation of Hegel, which 
stresses the dimension of contingency in this thought and — against 
a more fashionable postmodernism — highlights the subjective resis- 
tance to closure it finds in the structure of his dialectic. (See, for 
example, The Sublime Object of ideology, Verso, 1989, and Tarrying 
with the Negative: Kant, Hegel, and the Critique of ideology, Duke 
University Press, 1993.) More generally, it is notable for its appli- 
cation of Lacanian psychoanatytical theory to the study of popular 
culture — film, in particular: fram For They Know Not What They 
Do: Enjoyment as a Political Factor (Verso, 1991) and Looking Awry: 
An Introduction to Jacques Lacan through Popular Culture (MIT 
Press, 1991} to Metastases of Enjoyment: Six Studies on Women 
and Causality (Verso, 1994) via Enjoy Your Symptom: Jacques Lacan 
in Hollywood and Out (Routledge, 1992}. His most recent work is 
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The indivisible Remainder: An Essay on Schelling and Related 
Matters (Verso, 1996). These studies have been accompanied by 
essays published so far only in journals, reflecting upon the respec- 
tive fates of liberalism and nationalism in Eastern Europe. 

It is this aspect of the Slovenian school's thought which has been 
taken up by Renata Salecl, a colleague of Zizek’s, and explored in 
the context of feminism in her book The Spoils of Freedom: 
Psychoanalysis and Feminism After the Fall of Socialism, published 
by Routledge in 1994, A Researcher at the Institute for Criminology, 
University of Ljubljana, she is also a Visiting Scholar at the New 
School for Social Research, New York. Her more recent works 
include Politik des Phantasmas {Turia and Kane, 1998). 


RP Perhaps you could begin by saying something about the history of 
Lacanian theory in Ljubljana, Slovenia. How did it come to develop? 
And what role has it played? 

Zizek It was contingent, an absolute exception. In each of the big 
republics of Yugoslavia — Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia ~ there is an entirely 
different theoretical tradition which predominates. In Serbia, it is a kind 
of analytical philosophy, but not a good one — not one that I have 
found interesting ~ but rather the most boring kind of philosophy of 
science, now linked to some kind of new liberalism ~ Hayek, that kind 
of thing. In Croatia, it is the old Praxis School which predominates. In 
Slovenia since the beginning of the 1970s the big conflict, che big philo- 
sophical struggle, was between some kind of Western Marxism, which 
was more or less officia! philosophy, and Heideggerianism and phenom- 
enology as the main forms of philosophical dissidence. This was the 
struggle. And then we, the younger generation, precisely as a third 
option ~ to be a dissident but not a Hcideggerian ~ we were a reaction 
to both of these. 

In Slovenia, this opposition ~ Critical Theory versus Heideggerianism 
~ had a totally different investment from that in Croatia. In Croatia, 
Western Marxism was the great dissidence of the 1960s. So the 
Heideggerians, who were their opponents there too, were the official 
philosophers. In Croatia, people would lose their jobs during the 1970s 
for dissidence, but their dismissal would be articulated in Heideggerian 
terms, There were extreme obscenities, such as a Party official saying 
that, for example, some Praxis philosopher does not understand some 
Heideggerian twist ~ that the essence of self-management is the self- 
management of essence ~ that kind of thing. There were extremely 
perverse things: a pragmatic political power structure of self-manage- 
ment legitimized in purely Heideggerian terms. There was even a general 
who became chief of staff who had been under the influence of 
Heideggerians as a student who wrote an article (you know chat the 
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Yugoslav notion is the self-defence of the people) saying that the essence 
of self-defence was the self-defence of the essence of our society. 
Meanwhile, in Slovenia, you had people being dismissed because they 
hadn’t grasped Adorno’s Negative Dialectics. The two positions which 
usually in Eastern Europe are associated with opposition to existing 
power structures (Heideggcrianism and Western Marxism) were the two 
official positions in different parts of Yugoslavia. 

RP So there was no Sovict-style dialectical materialism in Yugoslavia? 

Zizek No, it doesn’t exist in Yugoslavia. You can mark the point, 1960, 
at some great philosophical event, when there was a last stand. But the 
idea of dialectica] materialism was defeated. There are some pockets of 
resistance, but even the power structure itself does not rely on them. 
They are marginalized, although not in opposition. During the last ten 
to fifteen years, there has been a de-ideologization of power, and 
Marxists have usually been more dissident than non-Marxists. Whar 
was never reported in the West was that the people who benefited from 
this were the analytical philosophers in Belgrade, who were definitely 
not Marxists. You had a communist regime openly supporting analytical 
philosophy of science. Their message to the power structure was cicar: 
‘We are doing instrumental scientific research. We are no danger to 
you. You leave us alone and we will leave you alone.’ 

Salec] But the Lacanian movement in Slovenia was always on the side of 
the opposition. In the early 1980s when new social movements began 
to develop in Stovenia, it was really only Lacanians who gave theoret- 
ical support to these groups. 

Zizek What you need to understand, to understand the philosophical 
background to the different dissidences, is that the split which is now 
becoming visible in, for example, Poland, between the populist right- 
wing nationalism of Walesa and the marker liberalism of Michnik 
— this split was present from the very beginning in Slovenia. The 
opposition movement in Slovenia has two quite distinct origins. On the 
one hand you have a nationalist intelligentsia, nationalist poets writing 
about national roots, etc. Their philosophical reference is Heidegger. 
On the other hand, you have the remnants of an old New Left connected 
to new social movements — peace, human rights movements, ete., — and, 
extremely important, a punk movement. The band Laibach, for 
example. It is precisely through punk that the pluralist opposition 
reached the masses. It was a kind of political mass education, and we 
supported it. 

RP But how did Lacanianism come to have this resonance within 
Slovenian politica! culture in the first place? After all, to a lot of people, 
Lacan's theory doesn’t look Hke an cmancipatory theory at all. ft is a 
theory of perpetual lack, of inescapable alienation in the signifier, and 
so forth. 


24 Slavoj Žižek and Renata Salecl 


Žižek Here, you have already produced an answer. For this was precisely 
the point with cespect to self-management. In Yugoslavia, it was an 
extreme form of alienation, a totally non-transparent system that 
nobody, including those in the power structure, could comprehend. 
There were almost two million laws in operation. No one could master 
it. This was the paradox: this is what you get when you want cotal 
disalienation or pure transparency. This was how we experienced 
Laibach, for example.! Their fundamental cry, for us, was “We want 
more alienation.’ The paradox in Yugoslavia was that we had a 
Communist Party bureaucracy which ruled in the name of an ideology 
the basic premise of which was chat the greatest danger to socialism 
was the rule of an alienated Party bureaucracy. it saw itself as the main 
enemy. This worked very nicely. hey even succeeded in integrating the 
Praxis philosophers, up to a certain point. The trick was that if you 
wanted to criticize the system ... 

Salecl ... it was already all the time criticizing itself. 

RP It sounds like Marcuse’s old notion of repressive tolerance. 

Žižek Yes, but a special version of it. 

Salecl It produced a special kind of Newspeak. They changed ‘business’ 
to ‘organization of associated labour’. ‘Workers became ‘direct 
producers’. Directors were called ‘individual business organs’. The idea 
was that with this demystification of language self-management could 
be portrayed as a form of direct democracy. 

Žižek On this point, we agree with Habermas: the price of modernity is 
that you must accept a certain division, alienation, etc. But | disagree 
with the way in which Habermas understands this in relation to the 
postmodernism debate. For me, it is modernism which insists on 
the utopian idea of disalienation, while postmodernism is precisely the 
recognition that you accept a certain division as the price of freedom. 
In this specific sense, Habermas is a postmodernist without knowing it. 

RP A certain strand of postmodern thought - one thinks of Foucault 
in the 1970s for example - wants to reach the ultimate equation: 
emancipation = non-emancipation, emancipation = repression, without 
qualification, But you, via Lacan, seem to want to do something rather 
more complex. In your book The Sublime Object of Ideology, you 
describe Lacan as a thinker of the Enlightenment. It seems that for 
you the project of emancipation doesn’t always equal repression, but 
somehow we do have to reassess the project. By repudiating a certain 
conception of what the project of emancipation should lead to we 
somehow preserve the project. Is that a fair description of your position? 

Žižek Absolutely. This is why I insist so much on the split between 
Foucault and Derrida, on the one hand (despite all their differences), 
and Lacan. If we understand modernism in terms of the urge to demask 
an illusion, etc., then deconstruction is itself a most extreme form of 
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modernism. At this general level, despite all their differences, Habermas 
and Lacan move in the same direction in accepting certain limits and 
renouncing certain utopian conditions on the possibility of freedom. 
The way these divisions have been made should be reformulated. 

RP The question of the limits of enlightenment is already there in Kant’s 
essay ‘What is Enlightenment?’ in the distinction between the public 
and private use of reason. To the extent to which you agree with 
Habermas, aren’t you just reinstituting a more classically Kantian 
notion? Isn’t your ‘postmodernism’ just a pragmatic enlightenment? 

Zizek In a sense, yes. Let’s look at the process that Lacan calls ‘ta passe’: 
how as an analysand you become an analyst. The basic idea is thar 
you choose two of your colleagues, not analysts, and you tell them 
about the experience of your analysis, and they must be able to retell 
it to someone else. At this point, at which you are able to make your 
experience totally transmissible to a third by the intermediary of the 
second, this ts the sign of success. Here, in the heart of Lacan, you can 
see the idea of making it public, This is enlightenment. You must be 
able to externalize your innermost experience. 


Hegel, Freud, Lacan 


RP Perhaps we could turn to your interest in Hegel. You combine an 
interest in Hegel with one in Lacan in a rather unusual way. Is there 
not a basic irreconcilability between Hegel and Lacan that your reading 
covers over? After all, there would seem to be some kind of telos of 
reconciliation in Hegel. You seem to read Hegel very much through the 
Phenomenology. 

Zizek No, it is through the Logic. I think that Hegel wrote a book called 
Logic of the Signifier, and that by historical accident the second part 
of the title fell out. More seriously, take the category of reconciliation. 
People talk of a telos of reconciliation in Hegel as if this meant some 
kind of radical transparency. Look at the place in the Phenomenology 
where Hegel introduces the term: towards the end of the chapter on 
spirit, just before the chapter on religion. Reconciliation comes about 
from the breakdown of the condition of the beautiful soul. It means 
thar the beautiful soul must recognize the irrationality of the world as 
a kind of positive position. It must accept it. There is no freedom, no 
acting in the world, without renouncing your narcissistic self, without 
accepting some basic ‘irreconcilability’, When you want to actualize 
your non-alienated project and you are confronted with some limit, 
disatienation does not consist in annihilating the limit, bur in seeing 
how this limit is the positive condition of your very activity. 

It is the same at all crucial points of Hegelian theory. For example, 
in the logic of judgement where after the judgement of necessity 
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you get the notional judgement (Begriffsurteil). You would expect a 
triad, but there is a fourth type of judgement. This one reintroduces 
contingency. 

It is interesting that even poststructuralist critics, such as Gasché in 
The Tain of the Mirror, when they criticize Hegel come up with 
positions which are already within Hegel. Take the idea of reflection. 
It is not the simple idea that 1 reflect myself, I am a property of the 
object, ete. Reflection is always redoubled with Hegel. There is a certain 
point in the object where the subject cannot recognize itself - a blind 
spot. But it is precisely this blind spot where the subject is inscribed. 
What the Derrideans, with such effort, cry to produce as the blind spot 
of Hegelian dialectic: this is the fundamental mechanism of Hegel. The 
monarch in the Philosophy of Right, for example. If you want the state 
to be a rational totality, it must have a certain totally irrational excess 
or surplus, a totally idiotic presence ~ rhe King. Without it, totality 
cannot exist, 

It is these dimensions of Hegel’s thought which were opened up for 
me by Lacanian notions of lack in the Other, of how the final moment 
in analysis is your acknowledgement of your lack as the correlate of 
the lack of the Other, etc. 

RP But is this Lacan really Freudian? There is a whole philosophical back- 
ground in Lacan ~ the interest in intersubjectivity, the theory of the 
subject ~ which is missing in Freud. ‘The concept of the subject doesn’t 
really occur in Freud’s work, does it? Is Lacan explicating what is 
implicit in Freud or is he establishing a new theory? 

Zizek Lacan only interprets Freud if you conceive the idea of interpreta- 
tion the way Lacan does. In the early seminars, he is close to some 
phenomenological approaches when he says that interpretation is not 
just the rediscovery of something that already exists. You are confronted 
in interpretation with a lot of inconsistent traces — Lacan’s notion of 
the unconscious is a kind of creationist one ~ and you construct what 
retroactively will have been. Freud was an inconsistent author. Lacan 
showed one way to retroactively construct a consistency. There was a 
certain fundamental theoretical traumatism, an impossibility, ultimate 
contradiction, which generated Freud’s inconsistencies. The point is not 
to flatten Freud out. 

RP So it’s in Freud’s texts, it’s not in Freud? 

Zizek If you like. You can put it that way, yes. It is what’s in che text 
which could not be written there. 

RP Perhaps we could return to the reception of Lacan in Slovenia. You 
spoke earlier of Slovenian Lacanians giving theoretical support to new 
social movements. Is there any particular articulation of Lacanianism 
with gender issues involved here? As you probably know, in England, 
the reception of Lacan has been very closely tied up with feminism. 
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There is a certain type of feminist theory which is very Tacanian. It 
articulates its sexual politics through Lacan, Is there any equivalent to 
this in Slovenia? 

Žižek ‘here are two issues here: the reception of Lacan in England, and 
the question of feminism in Slovenia. On the first one, 1 must make 
some comradely criticisms. The Lacan received in Fiigland in film theory 
and women's studies was already a reduced version of Lacan, mediated 
in part by Foucault and Kristeva. Let us take two central notions: 
‘suture’ and the gaze, The way the idea of suture operates here is 
incredible. It is precisely the reverse of Lacan. It is used to mean the 
bad thing, the representation, the closure. Lacan’s point is much more 
dialectically refined. For him suture is not just the moment of closure 
but also that which sustains openness. Take the phallic signifier, for 
example. For Lacan this is not just the signifier which closes the field 
of unlimited polymorphous perversity, it is the signifier that opens the 
field of plurality. The paradox of Lacan is that to have a certain field 
open there must be a certain closure {it is like Hegel on reconciliation). 
To de-suture a field you must always have another mega-suture. Take 
the notion of nation. The nation functions to de-suture traditional 
societies, but it de-sutures them by finding another central point. 

The problem of the gaze is, F think, an even bigger one. The way 
the Lacanian problematic of the gaze works here in England is mediated 
through Foucault’s work on the panopticon: for the male gaze, the 
woman is reduced to an object, ete. Whereas for Lacan it is the opposite: 
the gaze is the object, it is not on the side of the subject. In this way, 
for Lacan, it is woman who occupies the place of the gaze. If there is 
something totally alien to Lacan it is the idea that the male position 
is that of the gaze that objectifies woman. 

Salecl With regard to the other side of your question, it is important to 
note first of all that there is no wamen’s movement in Slovenia. As 
elsewhere in Eastern Europe, this lack of a feminist movement is very 
problematic, with the emergence of a new ‘moral majority’ in the oppo- 
sition movement — on questions of abortion rights, for example. We do 
have some small groups that call themselves fermiuist, and their view is 
that psychoanalysis is very anti-feminist. Bur it was the Lacanian move- 
ment in Slovenia that first raised the issue of the newly emerging moral 
majority there. The small feminist groups which exist are dealing 
with the question in a very old-fashioned way, saying thar all is male 
chauvinism, etc, They arc not locating the issue properly; they are not 
connecting it up to the nationalist threat, for example, which we think 
is behind the obsession with ‘morality’. The main struggle for feminists 
in Croatia and Slovenia, we believe, is an anti-nationalist onc. 

Zizek It is a fight for the very formulation of the problems. The nation- 
alist parties in government in Slovenia and Croatia don’t accept 
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contraception and abortion as women’s problems. Al: that exists for 
them are problems of the family and low birth rates. For us, on the 
other hand, the ‘problem of the family’ doesn’t exist as such, The 
problems are those of women’s rights, rights of children, etc. 

Salecl When they say we must prohibit abortion, they do not say it for 
Christian moral reasons. They openly say that it is to preserve the 
nation. And you must not forget that they were very much a part of 
the old opposition movement, anti-totalitarian, etc. So they present their 
new morality as part of the fight against communism: freedom to abort 
as a brutal totalitarian intervention by the state into private life! We 
want to keep the old legislation on abortion. 


Politics in Yugoslavia 


RP Slavoj, you recently stood as a candidate for the five-man presidency 
of Slovenia as a member of the newly formed Liberal Party. Could you 
explain the current layout of the political parties in Slovenia, and in 
particular the nature of the Liberal Party to which you belong? 

Zizek Along with the old Communist Party, the Liberal Party is now part 
of the opposition bloc. But what defines the distinctive role of the 
Liberal Party ts our opposition to the rise of this national-organic 
populism in Slovenia, of which we have already spoken. 

RP For people used to the ideological distinctions of West European 
politics, it may appear strange that the Liberal Party emerged from the 
youth wing of the Slovenian League of Communists; especially since, 
in the information bulletins of the Ljubljana Press Centre, your party 
is described as affiliating to the classical traditions of liberalism. Could 
you explain more precisely where the Liberal Party stands ideologically? 

Zizek Our aim is to promote pluralism and an awareness of ecological 
issues, and to defend the rights of minorities. This is the kind of liberal 
tradition we represent. Not the purely capitalist values of the free 
market, not Friedrich von Hayek. 

Salecl We tock the name ‘liberal’ as a symbol of opposition to the 
national-organic populist tradition. In order to defend the rights of 
minorities, one has to reject emphatically this notion of the primacy 
of the nation, of the need for self-sacrifice for the sake of the nation, 
the idea that you can only find your place as an individual within the 
organic community of the nation. 

Zizek To put it in terms of Ernesto Laclau’s theory of hegemony, we 
were engaged in a struggle for the re-articulation of this floating signifier, 
‘liberalism’. The term was associated, throughout Slovenia, with the 
idea of freeing ourselves from Communist domination. It was extremely 
important who should succeed in occupying this ideological terrain, and 
in fact the right-wingers were furious. We managed to force them on 


Lacan in Slovenia 29 


to the defensive, because they were then obliged to explain why they 
were also in favour of liberties, individual human rights, and so on. I 
think it was the proper mode of attack, which ~ to use the Leninist 
phrase ~ accorded with the concrete analysis of the concrete situation. 
It was the right gesture to make. 

RP The Liberal Patty is the second biggest party in the Sloveruan parlia- 
ment. But what about the Party of Democratic Renewal, the former 
League of Communists? 

Žižek Personally, they are quite nice guys. There are a lot of younger 
people, and former Party dissidents. So you might ask, if they are such 
nice guys why didn’t we in the youth wing simply stay with them? The 
problem was ~ and here I think that Foucault’s analysis of ‘micro- 
powers’ has some bearing — that the genera] power of the Party remains 
intimately linked to the extremely corrupt local power structures. This 
was simply too much for us. 

Salecl Our crucial failing was connected with the role of the Green Party, 
which is rather strong. The Green Party is part of DEMOS, the ruling 
Centre-Right coalition, but this catastrophic development was purely 
the result of personal struggles and animosities. Formerly, the Greens 
were linked with the youth organization of the Communist Party. 
About five months ago they started moving towards DEMOS ~ three 
months before the election. The leading members of the Greens are ex- 
communists, and in many cases ex-hard-liners. 

Zizek They are all personal enemies of mine. They attacked me about 
ten years ago — they threw me out for not being enough of a Marxist. 
It was these long-standing personal enmities which were crucial in the 
decision of the Greens to join DEMOS. To use Ernesto Laclau’s jargon 
again, the Green problematic ~ as you know -- has a peculiarly floating 
status within the ideological field. You can inscribe it into the field of 
pluralism, of new social movements and so on; or you can inscribe it 
into the chain of equivalences: ‘pollution of the environment’ equals 
‘pollution of our minds through cultural degeneration’ and so on. This 
ideological shift of the Greens was a real tragedy, because without them 
DEMOS would not have an absolute majority ~ in other words, they 
would not have been able to form a government without us, and there 
would be a much stronger leftist and pluralist influence in current 
Slovenian politics. 

Salecl It should be remembered that the Greens allied themselves with the 
nationalists when it came to reopening the questions of abortion, 
women’s rights and so on. 

Zizek However, those who now form the Liberal Party also bear some 
responsibility for the current situation, because we didn’t take DEMOS 
seriously enough ~ ] would say that even DEMOS didn’t take itself 
seriously enough! Until the fall of the regimes in East Germany and 
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Romania towards the end of 1989, the aspiration of DEMOS was to 
be strong enough to be taken seriously as an opposition. It was only 
after these events that they themselves saw that there was a real possi- 
bility of winning power. Neither ourselves, nor the Communist Party, 
foresaw that this might happen — and now the real political problem 
is simply to stay alive, 

Whar I mean by this is that up till now there has been some kind 
of state support for all political parties. But DEMOS - arguing dema- 
gogically that we are a small, poor country — have radically reduced 
this money. And although they promised that being a member of parlia- 
ment would become a professional occupation, they have not 
professionalized it. For example, even the general secretary of the 
Communist Party of Slovenia has a post in a university. What this 
means is that there are ten or fifteen professional ideologists of DEMOS, 
who have ministerial posts, and nothing in between them and the 
common people - all the intermediary structures are being dissolved. 
So maybe eight or ten people get together at somebody's house and 
they make all the crucial decisions. 

Salecl So we have the same system as we had before! 

Zizek Furthermore, about half a year ago the nationalists began to make 
a great noise about how Slovenians were in danger of becoming an 
extinct race, They tried to calculate the date when there would be no 
more Slovenians! Very cleverly, they reckoned around 2040 to 2050 — 
not so far away as to appear unrealistic, and not so near as to make 
people fee! insecure. Other calculations claim that by around 2050, half 
of Yugoslavia will be populated by Albanians. 

RP This seems an appropriate point ro move on to the national question 
in Yugoslavia more generally. In your view, will the Federation be able 

_ to hold together? 

Zizek J think the maximum that can be hoped for is a confederation. In 
Slovenia, this is not such a great problem because — ro use a rather racist 
term — we are ‘ethnically pure’. The real problem is not only Albania, 
but in Bosnia also. This is because, if a new confederation were estab- 
lished, the Serbs would want to change borders. They would want to 
incorporate parts of Bosnia and possibly also Croatia, where there are 
two to three million Serbs. However, I do not believe that there is any 
real danger of a restoration of Serbian domination, of the kind which 
characterized Yugoslavia before the revolution — it is too late for that. 
Slovenia and Croatia — the two richest republics — have now held demo- 
cratic elections, and in order to reverse this situation half of Yugoslavia 
would have to occupy the other half - it’s simply not conceivable. 

Salecl In my view, the chance for Yugoslavia to survive will depend on 
the outcome of the free elections which will be held in every republic 
before the end of this year. Strong republican governments will have 
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to be formed, and then, hopefully, these governments will be able to 
agree on a new type of confederation. The problem is, however, that 
in republics such as Serbia and Montenegro, the Left and Liberal oppo- 
sition hasn’t really had time to organize. This opposition is based in 
small groups centred on the universities. The real opposition consists 
of far right-wing nationalists - without too much exaggeration they 
could be described as ‘chetniks’.? 

Žižek The miracle of Milosevic, the populist leader of the Communist 
Party in Serbia, was that he managed to synthesize some unthinkable 
combination of fascism and Stalinism. He promoted typically Stalinist 
values, but with elements which up till now were considered to be 
typically fascist, such as the setting-up of a violent vigilante movement, 
the obsession with the nationalist enemy ... 

RP You suggest these are not characteristic of communist dictatorships, 

_ but what about Romania under Ceausescu? 

Zizek Romania was a totally ‘closed’ society, to use the categories of the 
unfortunate Karl Popper, whereas Serbia under Milosevic is more remi- 
niscent of fascist Italy, where there was a certain degree of freedom, but 
if you dissented from the regime you were excluded, marginalized . . . 

Salecl 1 would say that Milosevic’s success consisted in being able to play 
in two ideological registers at the same time -- on the one hand defending 
a strong federal Yugoslavia, with a democratized and market-oriented 
society, but, on the other hand, behind this, always aiming ~ for example 
~ to crush the Albanians in Kosovo province, and to promote the Serbian 
domination of Yugoslavia, without ever openly renouncing the legacy 
of Tito. People knew what he was aiming at, there were whole series 
of fantasies which he didn’t have to spell out. But now there are parties 
of the nationalist Right operating openly, and Milosevic is branded as 
the guy who doesn’t go far enough. 

Zizek As Fred Jameson would say, a vanishing mediator ... 

Salecl Milosevic is now under attack from both sides — from the right- 
wing ‘chetnik’ movement which we have been describing, and from the 
small, emergent democratic parties. What is unifying these two blocs is 
that they are both anti-communist - Milosevic still has that albatross 
round his neck. His charisma is already broken. 

Zizek But what is also fascinating here is what we Marxists call the 
‘material force of ideology’. For example, according to the official 
statistics, which as we know always present an upbeat picture, 
purchasing power in Yugoslavia has declined by between 40 and 50 
per cent over the last decade. But despite all chis, che issues dominating 
the elections in Croatia and Slovenia, and this will also apply to the 
elections in Serbia, have not been economic but nationalistic. 

RP This raises the question of the relation between these nationalist 
movements and the new liberal economics of marketization. 
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Žižek The way it works is that the general economic crisis is reinter- 
preted through a nationalistic perspective. All would be well at home 
on the economic front, if we didn’t have to help to support the other 
republics, and so on. 

RP But what about concrete policies for economic restructuring? 

Zizek People are not yet thinking on that level. Fyen for the Communist 
Party, the main economic points of reference are Thatcher, the Chicago 
School, Personally, I’m a pragmatist in this area. If it works, why not 
try a dose of it? But one should at least recognise that neo-liberal 
economics is not a neutral technical instrument ~ to use Lacan’s terms, 
there are certain subject positions inscribed within it. We Liberals are 
the only political force opposed to this - the supposed ‘de-ideologizing’ 
of the economy through the application of ‘neutral’, technically efficient 
measures. The tragedy is that even the communists perceive this kind 
of Thatcherite or Friedmanesque economics as something ideologically 
neutral, as not involving any class- or subject-positions. 

Salecl Now we are facing the issue of the privatization of publicly owned 
property. Overnight, managers, who were formerly connected with the 
communist regime and the secret police, are becoming owners. So you 
have this problem of former communists who are becoming capitalists. 


Lacanian Theory and Social Analysis 


RP We would like to conclude hy shifting back from politics towards 
theory. More specifically, we would like to raise some epistemological 
issues about your use of psychoanalytic categories in social and polit- 
ical analysis. For example, you have described the basic structure of 
capital accumulation as ‘hysterical’, because it is characterized by in- 
satiable demand, irrecuperable excess. Bur what is the status of this 
description? Is it analogical? It often looks as though you are simply 
projecting psychoanalytic categorics on the social level, without paying 
sufficient attention to the specificity of social, as opposed to psycho- 
logical, processes. 

Zizek I am definitely not using these categories mercly analogically, 
because Lacan is always talking about structures of discourse. T would 
try to avoid the very terms of your question. For me hysteria is always 
already a structure of discourse, in other words, a certain structuring of 
the social bond. Hysteria is not some kind of private psychological state. 
For Lacan ‘discourse’ is not simply another fashionable term — you know 
how people refer to the ‘discourse’ of Foucault, Derrida, etc., when all 
they really mean is their books or their texts. For Lacan ‘discourse’ refers 
to the social bond — ‘le lien social’. In order for someone to be a hysteric, 
the whole intersubjective space must be structured in a certain way — it 
is in this sense that one can say that capitalism is ‘hysterical’. 
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RP But this raises a whole series of problems ~ because psychoanalytical 
terms derive their primary semantic charge from their role within a 
certain therapeutic relation between individuals. But what would the 
political correlate of the practice of analysis be? How could one “psycho- 
analyse’ the hysteria of capitalism in general? 

Zizek My reply would be that for Lacan the relation between ‘hysteria’ 
and ‘historia’ is not just a play on words. Hysteria is an eminently 
historical notion. Ler us suppose that an Althusserian notion of inter- 
pellation gives us the main form of subjectification ~ we must see that 
this form is always historically specified, even though Althusser didn’t 
stress this himself. Hysteria just means that the identification which 
should be produced through interpellation fails, What Americans now 
call a ‘borderline case’ is not something radically new — it is just another 
form of the failure of identification, that is to say of hysteria. To say 
that the structure of capitalism is hysterical is just to say that this failure 
of identification is built into it, as was first perceived by Max Weber 
in his study of the Protestant ethic. 

RP But doesn’t this mean that you fall into the same kinds of difficulties 
that one finds in the work of some contemporary discourse theorists — 
discourse becomes an undifferentiated category which is supposed to 
exhaust the ontology of the social. From a more traditional Marxist 
perspective, one might object that, although we may talk about the 
‘material force of ideology’, it is necessary to distinguish different levels 
of materiality within the social. There seems to be a kind of hyper- 
trophy of ideological analysis implied by the concept of discourse. If 
one can’t make a distinction between different levels of rhe social, for 
example in an Althusserian way, the relation of such discourse analysis 
to political practice becomes seriously problematic. Political practice, 
surely, is not just a matter of ideological struggle. 

Zizek My reply would be that in the most classical forms of Marxism, 
indeed in Das Kapital itself, notions such as ‘class struggle’ occupy 
precisely such an unspecified place. As you know, after three volumes, 
the manuscript ends with the promise of a chapter on classes. If you 
read Das Kapital retrospectively from this point you can see that it is 
not simply an objective theory of production. It becomes apparent that 
in concepts such as that of ‘surplus-value’ class struggle is already at 
work. The whole point is to retain this refined dialectic: not to reduce 
everything to class struggle, but ar the same time not co reduce class 
struggle simply to one of the ‘instances’, to say we have objective rela- 
tionships, and then class struggle. 

RP This is a persuasive account. But could we press you again on the 
affinities between your work and that of the contemporary discourse 
analysts, for whom politics often seems to be reduced to a matter of 
transforming personal identities, or of finding the right ideological ‘chain 
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of equivalences’? After all, you have written a sympathetic review of 
Laclau and Mouffe’s Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. 

Zizek I cannot emphasize enough my admiration for Laclau and Mouffe, 
but I do perceive a danger in the idea of radical democracy. It seems 
like a slip into commonsense wisdom: ‘you must not be unilateral, you 
must listen to as many viewpoints as possible, etc....? I think 
the condition of being active politically is precisely to be unilateral: the 
structure of the political act as such is ‘essentialist’, Furchermore, to 
say that we must not give centrality to any particular site of struggle 
represents a kind of legerdemain, since the real upshot of Laclau and 
Mouffe’s book is an interpretation of all struggles, social, economic, 
and so on, as extensions of democratic struggles. 

RP Could we perhaps put our basic question in one final form. For Marx, 
there are certain institutions and processes — money for example — which 
are constituted sheerly through social recognition. However, there 
are also for Marx other processes, such as capitalist production itself, 
which are not simply constituted through such recognition. Do you 

_ acknowledge the existence of this distinction? 

Zizek On this point, I think I would be willing to describe myself as a 
‘postmodernist’. I would say that as soon as you are within a spoken 
language, within a certain universe of meaning, you are automatically 
caught within a certain ideology. There is a certain basic misrecognition. 
This makes possible — on the social level - certain experiences which 
Lacan describes as ‘traversing the phantasy’, ‘identifying with the 
symbol’. For example, the kind of discourse which emerged after 
Chernobyl, in which various leftist groups began proclaiming that ‘we 
all live in Chernobyl’. This is a kind of phenomenon which the ruling 
ideology would like to dismiss as some marginal misadventure: the fact 
that people recognise something as a symptom, as precisely the excep- 
tion where the repressed truth of the totality emerges. 

But to return to your point, I would say that my type of analysis 
doesn’t exclude, but rather requires a concrete social and economic 
analysis. Let’s return to Marx’s notion of class struggle. A direct attempt 
to explain everything in terms of class struggle would end up explaining 
nothing. But neither is it enough to say that class struggle is simply a 
result of objective conditions. We might say that — retroactively — class 
struggle comes to be seen as what is essenttal. But this retroactive stand- 
point is never fully available in the present — it is always the standpoint 
of the future perfect. 


Interviewed by Peter Dews and Peter Osborne 
London, July 1990 
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Notes 


1 ‘Laibach’ is the German word for Ljubljana. The band sought to provoke the 
regime through the wearing of fascist insignia, etc. 


2 ‘Chetniks’ was the name applied to members of the Second World War resis- 
tance group in Yugoslavia which was led by General Mihailovic, Minister of 
War in King Peter’s government in exile. It found its main support in Serbia. 
Soon after its formation it came into conflict with Titos predominantly commu- 
nist Partisans, and a three-way struggle developed between the Germans, the 
chetniks and the Partisans. The Allies supported Tito. Mihailovic was executed 
by the new Yugoslav regime in July 1946, on a charge of treason, 


3 This turned out to be a serious underestimation of Milosevic’s capacity for 
survival. In the elections of 9 December 1990, he secured a substantial majority, 
bucking the trend in Eastern Europe for former Communist Party bosses co 
lose their credibility in the new political climate. The old Serbian Communist 
Party renamed itself the Serbian Socialist Party (SPS). 


Postscript 


RP When we last met, just over three ago, the situation in former 
Yugoslavia was very different. The break-up of the Federation was on 
the horizon, it was expected, but nobody predicted that it would occur 
so violently, so destructively, or that the leadership in Serbia would 
resort to war so quickly. You identified Serbian claims on parts of 
Bosnia and Croatia as a stumbling block to a new confederation, but 
you didn’t believe that there was any real danger of a restoration of 
Serbian dominance, once Slovenia and Croatia had undertaken demo- 
cratic elections. Do you still believe that now? 

Žižek I thought that Milosevic’s charisma was already in decline — that 
he’d lose the elections in 1990 ~ but the war saved him. Without this 
conflict, Milosevic would have been lost. When did the conflict erupt 
in Croatia? A couple of weeks after big anti-Milosevic demonstrations 
in Belgrade. The army had to send in tanks to pacify the situation. 
Later, it turned out that there had been a secret meeting of the entire 
Milosevic leadership where the connection was discussed quite openly: 
they were in a crisis and the only way to save the situation was to 
proclaim the Serbian nation itself as in danger and to create a new 
emergency state. 

RP The war saved him, but you are going so far as to say that there was 
a war in order to save him? 

Žižek Yes, that’s my analysis. Jt was overdetermined, it was more 
complex, but ] think that was ultimately the decisive factor. The key 
ingredient in the Yugoslav crisis is the survival of the Serbian regime. 
Up until the summer of 1991 — until the brief, ten-day conflict in 
Slovenia — there was only a very vague coalition between Milosevic and 
the Yugoslav army. Milosevic was mainly a Serbian nationalist but the 
army’s idea was to keep the whole of Yugoslavia together, at any price. 
So there were differences. The result of the Slovene conflict (the loss of 
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Slovenia} was that Milosevic and the army closed ranks on a new 
political platform, which was no longer to defend the entire Yugoslavia, 
but only ‘Greater Serbia’. That was the plan: let’s leave Slovenia and 
the majority of Croatia, but let’s still have Bosnia and even Macedonia. 
It was a big shift. It bonded Milosevic and the Yugoslav army together. 

RP So the war saved Milosevic, but wiil he survive the peace — assuming 
that there will be some kind of peace in the former Yugoslavia in the 
foreseeable future? 

Žižek No, in the longer term he definitely cannot survive the peace. On 
the other hand, contrary to those who think that the disintegration of 
Yugoslavia was some kind of Western plot, there is already pressure — 
Western pressure ~ to provide some new unity in the old Yugoslav 
space. It is a part of the fundamental tendency in today’s capitalism to 
seek a clear line of demarcation between inside and outside, between 
those who are included (meaning social security, human rights, etc.) 
and those who are excluded. This is a structural line of separation 
which is getting stronger and stronger, not only between nations but 
more and more within nations. It’s the problem in LA, for example. 
It’s also what lies behind all this talk in Eastern Europe about who 
really belongs to Western civilization. It’s about who will be allowed 
in. It’s a desperate struggle. 

RP You have spoken about Eastern Europe in terms of a struggle over 
the floating signifier of ‘liberalism’. Is that what's at stake here? Are 
there no other political discourses with a purchase on these events? 

Zizek Well, the fundamental axis of opposition is still liberal openness 
against some kind of nationalist closure. The tragedy is that the Left 
hasn’t yet succeeded in articulating its own proper agenda. Back-to-the- 
roots organic nationalist movements are an inherent reaction to liberal- 
ism and as such a part of it. The only serious political question today is: 
Is the liberal-democratic horizon the ultimate horizon? Must we accept 
the liberal-democratic way, and just widen it a bit by including gay 
rights, minority rights, etc., or is it possible, at least in the long term, 
to place it in question? And the way to place the liberal-democratic 
horizon in question, for me, is definitely not through some kind of neo- 
conservative corporatism. That’s just a reaction of the same kind as 
nationalism. 

Marxism is still valid in its belief in a fundamental antagonism per- 
taining to today’s liberal democracy, but the antagonism has assumed a 
new form. It is no longer capitalists versus proletarians, but those who 
are inside the system versus those who aren't, It’s written into the very 
notion of liberal democracy, this inherent splitting, but it cannot be repro- 
duced endiessty, There is a limit to it, and where that lmit is, is for me 
the only serious question, This is why | am suspicious of Laclau’s con- 
cept of radical democracy, because basically it’s simply a more radical 
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version of the standard liberal-democratic game - which is why he is 
uncannily silent about capitalism. That’s his scarecrow. The moment you 
mention the words ‘capitalism’ or ‘world system’, you get a panicky reac- 
tion: it’s fundamentalism, essentialism, etc. Well, it’s not necessarily so. 


Going Through Phantasy 


RP You have reworked Laclau’s notion of antagonism in terms of the 
Lacanian analysis of identity claims as sites of phantasmic identification; 
more specifically, you offer us a theory of social antagonism as the 
‘theft of enjoyment’. Isn’t this psychologization of social antagonism 
still too generalizing? It may give you an interpretive framework, but 
it doesn’t account for any particular social antagonisms. It doesn’t seem 
to be socially explanatory. 

Zizek I agree. I’m very autocritical at this point: there is a danger of 
over-quick universalization, of a kind of false, bad or abstract universal, 
in the Hegelian sense. Instead of a concrete analysis, you simply apply 
the universal. Nonetheless, I insist, you must take into account the 
fundamental level of a traumatism of enjoyment. Take the example 
of violence against immigrants, which is common in so many parts of 
Europe today. What is the reason for the violence? 

I read some so-called ‘in-depth’ interviews with German skinheads 
responsible for beating immigrant workers. To begin with they gave 
explanations at the level of what can quickly be translated into psycho- 
analytic terms as ‘ego evil’: acts of the ego as the agency of rational 
utilitarian reasoning. That is to say, they attack immigrants because 
from their perspective immigrants steal their work, their women, etc. 
At a deeper level, you then had certain ideological rationalizations. They 
said: we want to protect Western civilization, etc. We might call this 
‘superego evil’: evil done in the name of some kind of principle, ideo- 
logical ‘fanaticism’ or whatever. However, what Hans Magnus 
Enzensberger claims, and from my experience I agree, is that once you 
go a little bit deeper, they themselves really don't take these explana- 
tions seriously. Their ultimate answer corresponds much more closely 
to what Freud and Lacan have conceptualized as a type of pleasure, a 
falling body of traumatic enjoyment. Its basic terms ate: ‘we cannot 
assimilate them’, ‘they bother us’, ‘we must throw them out’, etc. Exactly 
the same words occur in Freud’s account of the most elementary 
relationship of the ego to traumatic enjoyment in The Ego and the Id, 
and in Lacan. The other two levels — the utilitarian notion of interests 
being threatened by foreigners, and the more basic level of ideological 
attachment — don’t work. You are left with the fundamental level of a 
threat to enjoyment. It’s a very elementary matrix. I think that we can 
also use it to explain anti-abortion campaigns, for example. 
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How are we to counteract it? One of the options — and Pm not 
saying that this is a general answer — is exemplified by Laibach, our 
famous post-punk rock group in Slovenia. They don’t try to take a 
critical distance, or to establish some kind of a dialectical mediation, 
they go the opposite way, through overidentification. Ideology always 
involves a kind of self-splitting, an unacknowledged support in phan- 
tasies which must remain unacknowledged. Even in Nazi Germany 
during the extermination of the Jews, the physical brutality of it was 
not part of the public discourse. There was a splitting between what 
was publicly acknowledged and what was inferentially present, but 
never talked about. My point is that if you bring this unspoken under- 
side into the light of the day, maybe you can block the functioning of 
the ideology. That’s what Laibach were doing, by staging totalitarian 
rituals. It wasn't irony. They were saying: ‘This is what you really desire 
but are not yourselves prepared to acknowledge.’ The problem concerns 
the enthusiasm of the passive observers. Although they condemn the 
violence, condemn the violent minority, at a deeper level they already 
accept their problematic. They agree that the minority are overdoing it 
- ‘okay, it’s horrible’ — but they still think ‘there really is a problem 
of immigrants’, ‘we must do something’, etc. It’s these observers who 
are the true problem. 

RP This notion of publicity, of bringing into discourse the things which 
are repressed, your social equivalent to the cure, is the Habermasian 
side of Lacan to which you referred last time. In the section at the 
beginning of Seminar I, ‘Overture to the Seminar’, Lacan talks about 
the ideal of analysis being ‘to render the subject capable of sustaining 
the analytical dialogue’. You seem to be extending this idea to polit- 
ical life. How does it differ from the Habermasian ideal of undistorted 
communication? 

Zizek Lacan is even more Habermasian later on, in his idea of how you 
should become an analyst. He wants to avoid any kind of initiation in 
the relationship between student and teacher. You become an analyst 
if you are able to externalize your innermost rules in the public medium. 
But things get more complicated with the problematic of phantasy. It 
is here, I think, that there is a difference from Habermas. 

According to Lacan, when you approach, let us say, the hard core 
of your phantasy, there, this kind of interpretive argumentation or 
translation into discourse, it doesn’t work. You must accomplish a shift 
at a different level: what Lacan calls ‘going through phantasy’. It’s not 
that you must accept your phantasy - you cannot do anything 
about it — but you must suspend the control of your phantasy over 
you; and not through interpretation. The other crucial difference 
concerns the whole Lacanian problematic of the inconsistency of the 
field of language. Language moves in a vicious circle, it’s inconsistent. 
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Thats why it needs some kind of phantasy support ~ in order to render 
this lack invisible. 


The Foucauldian Challenge (Late Capitalist Subjectivities) 


RP Lacan’s emphasis on phantasy has been a powerful influence on femi- 
nist work on sexual difference. Recently, however, this work has come 
into conflict with a more Foucauldian tendency in feminist theory. From 
this point of view, Lacan’s location of che (sexed) structure of phantasy 
in a lack inherent in language itself appears far too monolithic and 
ahistorical to be either empirically credible or politically useful ~ indeed, 
it appears as an expression of patriarchy. I am thinking of Judith Butler’s 
recent work, in particular, here (Bodies That Matter) - its undermining 
of the distinction between the imaginary and the symbolic ~ but it repre- 
sents a wider tendency towards the historicization of theoretical 
discourses. In this particular instance, there is a definite political point: 
namely, that if what Lacan calls ‘the symbolic’ is merely a hegemonic 
form of the imaginary, the outcome of an ongoing sexual-political 
struggle, then we can wage counter-hegemonic struggles against its 
phallic form in the name of alternative structures of desire. In this 
context, your own emphasis on what Lacan calls ‘the real’, and your 
critique of over-hasty historicizations of psychoanalysis, is in danger of 
appearing as an attempt to shore up the existing symbolic space, to 
defend the old hegemonic symbolic: the priority of the castration 
complex. It looks like a conservative reaction to an historically produced 
crisis of sexual identity, the very existence of which undermines the 
terms of your Lacanian defence. How do you respond to this kind of 
criticism? 

Žižek I’m not familiar with Butler’s latest book yet, although I do know 
Gender Trouble, in detail. My counterattack will be on cwo levels. First, 
for me, the best way to analyse somebody is to ask, not what he or 
she asserts, but what is the image of the enemy thac the work implies? 
In Gender Trouble, the enemy is somebody who can be called identi- 
tarian, patriarchal or phallocencric. My point is very simple: this is not 
the enemy today. To put it in Marxist terms, the form of subjectivity 
which is produced by late capitalism is no longer patriarchal- 
identitarian. The predominant form of ideology today is precisely that 
of multiple identities, non-identity and cynical distance. This includes 
even sexual identities. If we play this game ~ not male, not female, but 
assume all the possibilities — this is the late capitalist game. These 
Foucauldian practices of inventing new strategies, new identities, are 
ways of playing the late capitalist game of subjectivity. 

Take a typical example of capitalist mass media in the USA, like 
Newsweek or Time Magazine. \sn’t it deeply suspicious that che 
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common denominator of all those they attack — Arabs, terrorists, etc. 
~ is that they are designated as ‘fundamentalists’: the ones who over- 
identify? This is my first line of attack, not only on Judith Butler but 
on the whole late Foucauldian idea of multiple identities and an 
aesthetics of existence: it simply describes the conceptual structure of 
late capitalist subjectivity. 

Now, to return to Lacan, I can give you a more detailed answer here: 
there is no elementary imaginary. Lacan is quite clear: the big enigma 
of the mirror stage is that in order for identification with the alienated 
image of the body to take place, a certain depth must already be there, 
and this depth is symbolic. Furthermore, when Lacan speaks about the 
failure of identification, he doesn’t mean that there is a certain ideal 
symbolic structure that you never can live up to. His point is far more 
radical. His point is that there is a certain fundamental deadlock ~ the 
Lacanian real, why not call it ‘gender trouble’? — and the putative subject 
formulates different symbolic constructs to avoid this deadlock. 

Let me put it in another way. What struck me about Gender Trouble 
was that the first two parts of the book show very nicely how all 
symbolic attempts to cope with sexual difference fail. I agree with Butler 
thar there is always trouble with gender. My point is that suddenly, in 
Part Three, gender trouble disappears. Where is the gender trouble 
there? She moves from saying that the symbolic is a hegemonic imag- 
inary, to saying that everything is imaginary, therefore we can imagine 
anything! 

Now, regarding the real, I agree that if you understand the real as 
some kind of persisting traumatic kernel you have a problem. This rude 
way of saying ‘that’s real, this is symbolic’ depends upon a purely 
symbolic distinction. Drawing a clear line between the real and the 
symbolic is a symbolic operation par excellence. So Butler is radically 
opposed to this kind of substantialization of the real. I agree with her 
on this point, but I think it’s a misreading of Lacan. It’s not Lacan 
himself, but a certain rank appropriation of Lacan, Lers not forget the 
famous problem of feminine enjoyment. The real does not refer co some 
substantial, positive entity beyond the symbolic, resisting symbolization, 
Lacan says quite clearly that not all of woman is subordinated to the 
phallic function, but at the same time there is nothing in woman which 
eludes the phallic function. So what Lacan calls ‘the real’ is nothing 
beyond the symbolic, it’s mecely the imberent inconsistency of the 
symbolic order itself. 

Still, not everything is cultural, that’s the paradox. Although you 
cannot pinpoint a moment which is pure nature, which is not yet medi- 
ated by culture, in spite of this you must not draw the conclusion that 
everything is culture. Otherwise you fall into ‘discursive idealism’ — let’s 
use the horrible Marxist term, why not? It is the Lacanian notion of 
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the real that I miss in Gender Trouble which produces its political 
problems. It is because of this that Butler’s political project remains 
entirely within a liberal-democratic frame. 

RP Surely the attempt to historicize the psychoanalytical account of sexual 
identification has some validity. Your own talk of ‘over-hasty’ histori- 
cization suggests that some kind of historicization is legitimate, if not 
the Foucauldian, absolutizing one. At what level are you prepared to 
historicize questions about sexual identification? 

Zizek The kernel that resists historicization is not a positive one, it is not 
notions like father, authority, Oedipus. The kernel chat resists histori- 
cization can be defined only in the terms of a certain impossibility, a 
deadlock, in purely negative ways, That would be my point. When the 
classical repressive patriarchal sexual ideology was breaking down, there 
was a certain opening, but as soun as these new forms of sexuality 
were integrated, this deadlock became invisible again. 

RP But have these new forms of sexuality really been ‘integrated’? Ic 
doesn’t seem enough to claim that they form part of the subjectivity of 
the latest forms of capitalism. From a Marxist standpoint, the historical 
status of social forms within capitalism presumably has to be viewed 
dialectically, in the sense that all kinds of things have developed within 
capitalism ~ have required capitalism in order to develop and have even 
been essentia] to the reproduction of capital ~ which one hopes will 
outlive it, historically, albeit in new forms. 

Žižek Precisely, lets take a concrete analysis. Do you know that some 
religious fundamentalists were among the most raucous critics of the 
Vietnam war? Somebody who can be quickly labelled a fundamentalist 
can play a far more progressive role. This is the concrete dialectic. 

RP What you have to show is not the ‘correspondence’ of the new forms 
of sexual subjectivity to today’s capitalism — since in some sense that 
will always be so, in a capitalist society ~ but that they impede progres- 
sive forms of social transformation; that they are a barrier to the 
construction of political subjectivities which are anti-capitalist. That 
seems rather harder. 

Zizek Precisely, that would be my point. I think they do function as a 
barrier in this way. You put it in a very precise way. This is for me 
the whole problem of political correctness. It has a blocking effect. This 
can be shown in an empirical way. On the other hand, J tend to agree 
with Laclau when he says that there is no guarantee of the political 
meaning of any movement in advance. It is open. That is what the 
struggle for hegemony is all about. The struggle is open, in the Hegelian 
sense of the mediation between particular and universal. However, there 
are only no limits to this openness so long as we remain at the level 
of symbolic articulation What I try to isolate is the level of phantasy 
— that’s what limits it. This is where I disagree with Laclau. The element 
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that limits this boundless parade of symbolic reinscriptions is the level 
of phantasy enjoyment. These are not just symbolic differentials, they 
exist as historical traumas, registered by the real. 


Intellectuals in Eastern Europe 


RP Perhaps we could end by talking a little about the role of intellectuals. 
Do you think that the intellectuals have had their public moment in 
Eastern Europe now, that it is past? 

Zizek ‘This might be a traditional opinion, but unfortunately I would say 
‘yes’. The last years under communism were a kind of magical period, 
not only for intellectual life, but for underground culture morc generally. 
We had a regime which did not believe in itself ~ an ideal situation for 
intellectuals ~ a regime which did not believe in its own legitimacy. 
They were extremely receptive to every kind of criticism. What we had 
next, however, in the first generation of the new, so-called democratic 
regimes, was a group with an exaggerated belief in their legitimacy. In 
Slovenia, they used a special term, ‘inner party opposition’. They said: 
“Yes, you did play a certain role in the fight for democracy, but you 
were allowed to play that role because you were an inner party oppo- 
sition. If you continue with your critical attitude now, though, you will 
be replaying the culture of the ex-communist oppressors.’ So those who 
were the victims first time around are being victimized again by the 
new populist parties playing the cards of the ex-opposition. 

So, yes, our time is over, but one should nor accept this too easily. 
‘There are differences between countries of the same political type. After 
all, in America, intellectuals are more oc less strictly confined to the 
ghettos, but in a country like France incredible things happen. When 
Foucault died, when Lacan died, it was the front page of Libération, 
with a whole cight-page special supplement. With the Gulf War, every 
big intellectual not only had a position, but felt a need to take a stance 
io public. We stand a fair chance in Slovenia, as they do in Poland, 
that we will nor fall hack into the American situation; that there will 
still be some role for public intellectuals, if only a small one. Eastern 
Europe is far from being a one-dimensional capitalist space. We still 
have a lot of tensions where there are spaces for differenc intellectual 
traditions. It’s likely that intellectuals will play a much larger role than 
they usually do in the West. 

RP Currently, you play a role in two quite different intellectual spaces: 
in Slovenia and the American academy. Do you sce yourself continuing 
to move between these two situations, or are you likely to drift increas- 

_ ingly towards the American scene? 

Zizek No, definitely nor. Firstly, for contingent reasons, because | have 
a pure research job. This is a nice case of a dialectical inversion. What 
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was meant under communism as a way of isolating subversive intel- 
lectuals — because we alf wanted to have contacts with students — is 
now the best possible formula. In Western terms, it is a permanent 
sabbatical. You do whatever you want. I can play popular culture here 
and then politics there, but I firmly believe thar the two sides are 
mediated. In ex-Yugoslavia, reference to popular culture, especially 
underground culture, has a very precise and, I claim, an extremely 
progressive political potential. We must not forget that, When I was 
attacked by some American academics after a lecture a year or so ago, 
saying: ‘My God, your country is dying in flames, and you speak about 
Hitchcock’, 1 said, “Yes, we are dying in flames because we don’t have 
enough Hitchcock.’ That is the best antidote to nationalism. On the 
other hand, I have a very traditional Marxist belief that the new liberal- 
democratic order cannot go on indefinitely, that rhere will be a moment 
of explosion, probably caused by some kind of ecological crisis or what- 
ever, and that we must prepare ourselves for that moment. 


Interviewed by Peter Osborne 
London, September 1993 


3 
The Legacy of Marx 


Istvan Mészáros 


Istvan Mészáros left Hungary after the Soviet invasion of 1956. After 
periods in Italy and Canada, he settled in England. In the late 1980s 
he retired from a Chair in Philosophy at the University of Sussex. 
He established his reputation in the English-speaking world with his 
widely translated Marx’s Theory of Alienation (1970), which was 
awarded the Isaac Deutscher Memorial Prize. His other works 
include Lukacs’s Concept of Dialectic (1972), The Work of Sartre 
(vol. 1, 1979} and The Power of ideology (1989). He received the 
Lukács prize in 1992, His work has been particularly well received 
in Latin America. 

Mészáros's thought is characterized by a fiercely combative 
Marxism and, in contrast to the development of those of Lukacs’s 
former followers who once made up the Budapest School, a socialist 
commitment undiminished by recent events. He has continued 
developing his ideas about the theory and practice of the transition 
to socialism in Beyond Capital: Towards a Theory of Transition 
{1995), nominated in the US for the Michael Harnington Award. He 
was elected a member of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences in 
1995. 


RP How did you get interested in Marxism? 

Mészáros Amazingly by picking up books in a bookshop, fairly small 
things like The 18th Brumaire, Communist Manifesto, and so on, 
brochures which one could buy for pennies, and then later Engels’s 
Anti-Diibring, and later still I got to Marx’s major works. At the same 
time I gor interested in Lukács. I found a book of his about Hungarian 
literature, which I knew; I liked it so much that a week or two later, 
after reading it, I sold all my precious possessions, like my penknife 
and fountain pen, to buy his very expensive books. I was about 15 or 
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16 at the time. After reading those, that was when I decided I wanted 
to work with him at the University in Budapest. 

RP What was it like when you met him? Was he interesting as a man, 
or as a colleague? 

Mészaros Very interesting. I started at the University in September 1949, 
and attacks on Lukács had started in July 1949 and they were very 
savage attacks. I almost got expelled from University because of my 
frequenting his seminars. In fact at that time the attacks on Lukács 
were so savage his Institute was almost completely deserted, so he had 
a very small seminar only. This went on for two years and in 1951 
things had become very dangerous even for him, There was a time 
when Fadeyev, who was a very old adversary of Lukacs’s, attacked him 
in the Soviet Union, and at that point he feared that he might be 
arrested. 

RP What sort of personal impression did Lukács make on you? What 
was it like to encounter him as a human being? 

Mészáros In this period I got to know him very well, very closely, and 
I liked not only his intellectual way of approaching problems but also 
his sense of humour. He had a wonderful sense of irony and I can 
illustrate it with a story. He told me once that he was in hospital with 
a stomach complaint, for general investigative tests, and the professor 
who conducted these investigations, these medical tests, when he saw 
the X-rays, became very excited and said ‘This is wonderful, this is an 
extraordinarily rare condition, I must show these to my students at the 
University’, and Lukacs remarked, ‘At last I have become teaching 
material’; because, in the period between 1949 and the mid-1950s, his 
books were banned, they were taken out of public libraries and so on, 
people couldn’t even have access to them. This shows he always had 
a nice story if he wanted to illustrate something. Like on the question 
of what should be the role of the writer, the intellectual in general: 
should it be tied to the Party in the way in which the politicians and 
the ideologues of the Party maintained it should? Lukdcs’s position was 
no, it shouldn’t. This is the difference between the foot soldier of the 
army and the partisan, the guerrilla fighter. The role of the partisan is 
to act autonomously, The overall aim and objective may be identical, 
to win the war, but the way in which one can do it is quite radically 
different. He was a good man, a man of tremendous moral integrity 
and a good friend. 

RP What was it like in °56 generally, in the University, in the Petöfi circle, 
and all this ferment? 

Mészaros As you can imagine it was very dramatic because it was coming 
out of a period in ’55 when Rákosi and company tried to clamp down, 
quite savagely really, on whatever opposition was coming forward. The 
Hungarian Writers’ Association was a very influential body that was in 
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the forefront of debates and moving against Rakosi and his clique. In 
that way it was even anticipating what happened at the twentieth 
Congress in Russia; and as you know in October °56 that’s when Rákosi 
was eventually spirited away: I mean he wanted to refuse to go, and 
the Russians simply had to drag him away from the country. But then 
they imposed Erné Geré who was very much a Stalinist himself. Then 
of course events unfolded, 23 October 1956 was the uprising, and 
November 4th the second Russian intervention, and that put an end to 
a period of great expectations and hopes in the Petöfi circle. The Petöfi 
circle grew step by step and when Rákosi authorized it, he made the 
cynical remark, ‘Well, we'll let them talk and then we hit them on 
the head.’ It didn’t quite work out like that because this talking gener- 
ated an enormous popular echo and some of the meetings, especially 
towards the end, were attended by 5,000-6,000 people. 

RP Did Lukács show any reluctance to take a job with the Nagy govern- 
ment or was he pleased to do that? 

Mészáros He took a job with the Nagy government, making it clear that 
he would do it strictly for a very limited period until things worked 
out and then he would return to writing, because he was extremely 
keen to write not only his Aesthetics but also the Ethics which in the 
end turned out to be his Ontology of Social Being. He was always 
dreaming about writing an ethical work which in the end he could not 
write. 

RP Why did you go into exile? Was it in accordance with Lukacs’s advice? 

Mészáros Neither on his advice or against it. At the time when I decided, 
Lukács was under arrest, but I decided really a bit earlier, at che time 
of the second Russian intervention, because 1 became convinced that 
there was no hope for socialist transformation in Hungary. They 
repressed what was actually far from being counter-revolutionary. Ic 
was a very promising upheaval to start something new, and in no time 
at all workers’ councils were constituted all over the country; the 
question of turning towards the capitalists was never envisaged. 

RP You have written a lot on Lukács. How would you sum up his histor- 
ical significance? What’s his importance for Marxism? 

Mészaros I consider it very great. He’s one of the outstanding philosophical 
figures of this century and he was a highly successful and important 
philosopher before he even embraced Marxism. He has written a number 
of works which no Marxist can ignore and it goes beyond that, because 
he has in some way theorized the historical experience of the Russian 
revolution and its aftermath. That is probably his most important 
achievement as a thinker. While I don’t think that History and Class 
Consciousness is his best book, it doesn’t mean that in its own place it's 
not an immensely important, and representative, book in which this 
experience, this historical experience, has been representatively theorized. 
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RP Do you think there is any influence from Simmel in History and Class 
Consciousness? 

Mészáros A bit of influence from Simmel, more from Weber, and of course 
more than anything else from Hegel. Under the circumstances it enabled 
him to work out a historical view of what was going on and how to 
in a sense pull ourselves up by our bootstraps ~ a revolution which 
aimed to be a socialist revolution when the relation of forces was 
extremely in favour of the other side. 

RP If that isn’t his best book which is his best book? 

Mészaros There are several. For instance The Young Hegel is an 
outstanding work. I remember when I was appointed in St Andrews, 
and T. M. Knox, who was at that time the Vice-Chancellor af St 
Andrews University, to my astonishment (he was a good Hegelian and 
certainly Marxism didn’t taint him in the slightest) said to me that he 
learnt more from Lukacs’s The Young Hegel than from all the other 
books on Hegel put together. It was quite a compliment from a great 
Hegel scholar. 

RP Some people argue that at an intellectua! level, because of Hegel’s 
stress on reconciling one to the present, this admiration for Hegel 
represents Lukacs’s reconciliation with Stalinism. 

Mészáros | think that would be a very simplifying way of putting it 
because he was not -- as documented through his own history, his own 
development — he was not at all reconciled with Stalinism. If you like, 
he survived Stalinism, that is something quite different. Bur precisely 
the book, The Young Hegel, shows that it is nonsense to say chat he 
simply reconciled himself with Stalinism, because that book was written 
explicitly against a Stalinist line on Hegel. Stalin's line on Hegel was 
that it is an aristocratic reaction against the French Revolution, and 
Lukács demonstrates that it is an enthusiastic embracing of the French 
Revolution. In fact there couldn’t be even a dream of publishing it in 
the Soviet Union at the time when Stalin’s line prevailed against Hegel. 

RP Was it first published in Hungary, then? 

Mészáros It was published in Austria, that’s where it was published, in 
Vienna in °47 and much later on in Germany and also in Hungary. 
You know he told me the story that in 1941 at the outbreak of the 
war he was living in a big tenement. The caretaker of that tenement 
house once stopped him because the Central Committee of the Soviet 
Party passed a resolution against Hegel, and when you pass a resolution 
every Party cell has to debate that resolution. The caretaker’s Party cell 
duly debated it and, knowing that Lukács was a professor, he stopped 
him after this discussion at the door and said, “l'his Hegel, this wretched 
Hegel, he should be shot forthwith’, co which Lukács replied in his 
rather angelic way: “That would be a little difficult because he has been 
dead for 110 years.’ The fact that the Central Committee of the Soviet 
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Party had nothing better to do at the outbreak of the war than to pass 
a resolution against Hegel gives the lic to ‘Lukacs’s accommodation 
with Stalinism’. What is problematical in his horizon in that period is 
that basically he accepted the vision of socialism in a single country. 
This he maintained to the end of his life, and of course in as much as 
that was Stalin’s political line you have a commonality. 

RP You recently wrote a critical article on Lukács about his inadequacies 
on the theory of value (in Critique 23, 1991). I have just read Lukacs’s 
Process of Democratisation which he wrote in 1968. It is generally 
good, but has this incredibly wrong theory of value where he simply 
identifies value with labour, and surplus value with surplus labour. I 
was very surprised, 

Mészáros ‘That is very problematical, in fact it’s totally unacceptable. And 
also there you find that the idea of socialism in one country is still haunt- 
ing him in the background. That is where you have the historical limits 
of Lukács who was very much in that vision of what happened after the 
revolution, that’s what he identified himself with. I remember when he 
was not even a quarter of the way through his Aesthetics he was dreaming 
about writing the Ethics. That’s what he had wanted to write since 1910 
or thereabouts. I was very sceptical. J said to him he would never be able 
to write it because it is impossible to write a systematic work on ethics 
without a radical critique of politics. There is no ethical work in the 
history of philosophy from Aristotle to Hegel which doesn’t go hand-in- 
hand with an equivalent theorization of politics, and under the conditions 
of Stalinism, in whatever form, even the form of so-called de- 
Stalinization, politics remained a taboo. It was always handed down from 
above and therefore it was impossible under the circumstances to under- 
take that radical critique of politics which is necessary, and | said to him 
that under those circumstances he could only write about the most 
abstract dimensions and abstract problems of ethics because there is an 
inherent and integral relationship between ethics and politics. That’s 
what happened because years later when I asked him how the Ethics was 
proceeding he wrote to me that he couldn’t proceed because it became 
necessary to write a long introduction. At that time he called it an intro- 
duction on social ontology, and that long introduction turned out to be 
a very nearly 3,000-page work which is full of references to an Ethics to 
be written. He continued to dream about writing that Ethics but for that 
it would have been necessary to undertake a radical critique of the whele 
social and economic framework in which politics functioned, which of 
course he could not do, You have to see the historical limits under which 
thinkers have to operate. You can’t jump out of that, and certainly he 
couldn't, and it would be very naive to say that this work on democra- 
tization solves the problem in that respect. It came unfortunately too late 
for him. ‘Today he could do both. 
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Sartre’s Alternative 


RP You met Sartre in 1957. Why did you decide to write a book on 
him? 

Mészáros I always felt that Marxists owed a great debt to Sartre because 
we live in an age in which the power of capital is overbearing, where, 
significantly, the most commonplace platitude of politicians is that ‘there 
is no alternative’ — whether you think of ‘Tina’, Mrs Thatcher, ‘there 
is no alternative’, or Gorbachev who endlessly repeated the same until 
he had to find out, like Mrs Thatcher, that after all there had to be an 
alternative to both of them. But it goes on and on and, if you look 
around and think of how Conservative or Labour politicians talk, they 
always talk about ‘there is no alternative’, and the underlying pressures 
are felt everywhere. Sartre was a man who always preached the diamet- 
rical opposite: there is an alternative, there must be an alternative; you 
as an individual have to rebel against this power, this monstrous power 
of capital. Marxists on the whole failed to voice that side. I don’t say 
that you have to become therefore an existentialist or a politically- 
committed existentialist in order to face it, but there is no one in the 
last fifty years of philosophy and literature who tried to hammer it 
home with such single-mindedness and determination as Sartre did: the 
necessity that there has to be a rebellion against this wisdom of ‘there 
is no alternative’ and there has to be an individual participation in it. 
I don’t embrace his ideas but I embrace the aim. How you realize that 
aim is up to you in the context of your own approach, but the aim is 
something without which we won’t get anywhere. 

Sartre today in France is a very embarrassing person even to mention. 
Why? Because what happened is that in the name of Privatism and 
Individualism they have totally sold out to the powers of repression, a 
capitulation to the forces of ‘there is no alternative’, and that’s why 
Sartre is a terrible reminder. When you also look into the background 
of the people we are talking about, postmodernists of a great variety, 
they very often were politically engaged people. But their engagement 
was skin-deep. Some of these people, around '68, were more Maoist 
than the extreme Maoists in China, and now they have embraced the 
Right in a most enthusiastic way; or they were in the ‘Socialism or 
Barbarism’ group and have become the peddlers of the most stupid 
platitudes of postmodernity. What these people have lost is their frame 
of reference. In France intellectual life used to be dominated in one way 
or another by the Communist Party. That goes also for Sartre who 
tried criticizing it from outside and pushing it in a direction which he 
embraced until he had to come to the conclusion that ‘work in collab- 
oration with the Communist Party is both necessary and impossible’, 
which is a terrible, bitter dilemma. He said this at the time of the 
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Algerian War when the role of the Communist Party was absolutely 
disgraceful. That’s what made it necessary, because you need a move- 
ment to oppose the repressive force of the State; and impossible, because 
look what that movement is like. What happened, of course, was the 
disintegration of the Communist Party like several other parties of 
the Third International in the last two decades. And with the sinking 
of this big ship in relation to which all these intellectuals defined them- 
selves in one way or another, here are these intellectuals left behind; 
the ship has disappeared and they find themselves in their self-inflated 
rubber dinghies throwing darts at each other. Not a very reassuring 
sight; and they are not going to get out of it by simply fantasising about 
some individuality which doesn’t exist; because true individuality is 
inconceivable without a community with which you relate yourself and 
define yourself, 


Marxism Today 


RP You have lived in various countries. Why did you setrle in England? 
Surely English culture is not very congenial to your kind of thought? 
Mészáros Well, I beg to differ because E had actually quite a long rela- 
tionship to English-speaking culture way before I left Hungary. I had 
been a great admirer of a certain line of thought from Hobbes to the 
great figures of the English and Scottish Enlightenment and these really 
meant a hell of a lot to me, because they had a great message for the 
future and have to be an integral part of your own work. Another 
reason was that I was always a great admirer of English and Scottish 
poetry from Shakespeare to the present. And the third reason which I 
found equally important is that I always thought of England as the 
country of the Industrial Revolution which went with a working class 
with tremendously decp roots, and that remains despite everything. I 
think you have to relate yourself to something; political and social 
commitment cannot be in thin air or in a vacuum. I am deeply 
committed to the working class, and that is how I think of the future 
intellectually. Theoretically there must be points of reference; there 
cannot be social transformation without an agency and the only agency 
conceivable under the present condition to take us out of this mess is 
Labour - Labour jn the sense Marx was talking about and which we 

have to rediscover for ourselves under our present conditions. 

RP Your most recent book ts The Power of Ideology. The last part has 
some interesting criticisms of Marx. What do we have to rethink in 
Marx’s legacy? 

Mészáros Well, we have to relate him to his time which does not mean 
we have to in any way abandon the framework of his theory. The 
framework of Marxian theory remains the overall horizon also of our 
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activity, our orientation, because it embraces the whole epoch, this 
epoch of capital in crisis and the necessity of finding a way out of it. 
However, historical circumstances change and some of the things about 
which 1 wrote in The Power of Ideology show that he had to take 
short-cuts. For well over ten years | have tried to draw attention to a 
passage in which Marx talks about this little corner of the world. Europe 
is after all only a little corner of the world. What js it for us social- 
ists, what is the meaning of it, that capital on a much larger terrain, 
the rest of the world, not this little corner of the world, is in its ascen- 
dancy? He decided to put that on the side and proceed from the horizon 
and perspective of the little corner of the world which Europe was. 
And that was a conscious choice for him. 

RP In recent papers on socialist transformation, you have introduced an 
important distinction between capital and capitalism. Can you explain 
this distinction and its significance for socialist struggle? 

Mészáros Well, in fact this distinction goes back to Marx himself. I 
pointed out several times that Marx didn’t entitle his main work ‘capi- 
talism’ but Das Kapital, Capital, and I also underlined that the subtitle 
of Volume One was mistranslated under Engels’s supervision, as ‘the 
capitalist production process’, when in fact it is ‘the production process 
of capital’, which has a radically different meaning. Whar is at stake 
of course here is that the object, the target, of socialist transformation 
is overcoming the power of capital. Capitalism is a relatively casy object 
in this enterprise because you can in a sense abolish capitalism through 
revolutionary upheaval and intervention at the level of politics, the 
expropriation of the capitalist. You have put an end to capitalism but 
you have not even touched the power of capital when you have done 
it. Capital is not dependent on the power of capitalism and this is 
important also in the sense that capital precedes capitalism by thousands 
of years. Capital can survive capitalism hopefully not by thousands of 
years, but when capitalism is overthrown in a limited area, the power 
of capital continues even if it is in a hybrid form. 

The Soviet Union was not capitalist, not even state capitalist. But the 
Soviet system was very much dominated by the power of capital: the 
division of labour remained intact, the hierarchical command structure 
of capital remained. Capital is a command system whose mode of func- 
tioning is accumulation-oricnted, and the accumulation can be secured 
in a number of different ways. In the Soviet Union surplus labour was 
extracted in a political way and this is what came into crisis in recent 
years. The politically regulated extraction of surplus labour became 
untenable for a variety of reasons. The political control of labour power 
is not what you might consider an ideal or optimal way of controlling 
the labour process. Under capitalism in the West what we have is an 
economically regulated extraction of surplus labour and surplus value. 
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In the Soviet system this was done in a very improper fashion from the 
point of view of productivity because labour retained a hell of a lor of 
power in the form of negative acts, defiance, sabotage, moonlighting, 
etc., through which one could not even dream of achieving the kind of 
productivity which is feasible elsewhere, and which undermined the 
raison d'être of this system under Stalin and his successors — politically 
forced accumulation, The accumulation part of it became stuck and 
that is why the whole system had to collapse. | published in Italy a 
long essay in Spring of 1982, in which I explicitly stated thar, whereas 
the old US policies for the military-political rollback of communism 
were not likely to succeed, what was happening in Eastern Furope is 
likely to lead to the restoration of capitalism. I also found for the samc 
reason the idea of market socialism a contradiction in terms, because 
it would, in a wishful concept, want to wed the two modalities: of the 
economic extraction of surplus labour with the politically regulated 
extraction — so thar was why it was always a non-starter really. 
What ts absolutely crucial is to recognize that capital is a metabolic 
system, a social-economic metabolic system of control, You can over- 
throw the capitalist but the factory system remains, the division 
of labour remains, nothing has changed in the metabolic functions of 
society. Indeed, sooner or later you find the need for reassigning those 
forms of control to personalities, and that’s how the bureaucracy comes 
into existence. The bureaucracy is a function of this command struc- 
ture under the changed circumstances where in the absence of the private 
capitalist you have to find an equivalent to that control. I think this is 
a very important conclusion, because very often the notion of bureau- 
cracy is pushed forward as a kind of mythical, explanatory framework, 
and it doesn’t explain anything. The bureaucracy itself needs explana- 
tion. How come that this bureaucracy arises? When you use it as a 
kind of deus ex machina that explains evcrything in terms of bureau- 
cracy; if you get rid of bureaucracy then everything will be all right. 
But you don’t get rid of bureaucracy unless you attack the social 
economic foundation and devise an alternative way of regulating the 
metabolic process of society in such a way that the power of capital 
at first is curtailed and is of course in the end done away with alto- 
gether. Capital is a controlling force, you cannot control capital, you 
can do away with it only through the transformation of the whole 
complex of metabolic relationships of society, you cannot just fiddle 
with it. It either controls you or you do away with it, there is no half- 
way house between, and that's why the idea of market socialism could 
not conceivably function from the very beginning. The real need is not 
for the restoration of the capitalist market, under the name of an utterly 
fictitious ‘social market’, but for the adoption of a proper system of 
incentives. ‘Vhere is no social production system which can function 
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without incentives, and who are the people tu whom these incentives 
have to be related? Not abstract collective entities but individuals. So 
if people as individuals are not interested, not involved in the production 
process, in the regulation of the social metabolic process, then sooner 
or later they assume a negative or even an actively hostile attitude 
towards it, 

RP Are we talking about moral or materia! incentives? 

Mészaros It can be both. The opposition between moral and material 
incentives is often a very rhetorical one, an abstract and rhetorical one, 
because, if the result of this intervention and participation in the social 
processes is a better production, an increasing productivity, activation 
of the potentialities of the individuals involved, then it becomes a 
material incentive. But in as much as they are in control of their own 
life processes, it is also a moral incentive, so the two go hand-in-hand. 
Materia] and moral incentives have to go hand-in-hand. It is a question 
of control of the processes of this social economic system in which the 
activation of the repressed potential of the people is also an incentive. 
Material incentives in our society as presented to us always divide people 
against one another. You can see this everywhere, in every profession, 
teaching, university, every walk of life: the incentives work on the 
presumption that we can divide people from one another in order to 
control them better; that’s the whole process. Now if you chen reverse 
this relationship and say that people are in control of what they are 
involved in, then the divisiveness doesn’t work any longer because they 
are not the suffering subjects of that sort of system. So material incen- 
tives and moral incentives can also be egalitarian in character. That is 
the tragedy of the Soviet-type development. When they talk about the 
collapse of socialism in relation to that, it’s a grotesque misrepresenta- 
tion of the facts, because socialism was not even started, not even the 
first steps have been taken in the direction of a socialist transformation 
whose target can only be to overcome the power of capital and to over- 
come the social division of labour, to overcome the power of the state 
which is also a command structure regulating the lives of the people 
from above. 


Mickey Mouse Socialism 


RP You talk about challenging the power of capital and I wondered if 
you could say a bit more about the practical implications, the impli- 
cations for socialist struggle of your distinction between capital and 
capitalism. 

Mészáros First of al} the strategy which you have to envisage has to be 
spelled out in those terms. Socialists cannot carry on with the illusion 
that all you have to do is abolish private capitalism — because the real 
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problem remains. We are really in a profound historical crisis. The 
process of the expansion of capital embracing the globe itself has been 
more or less accomplished. What we have witnessed in the last couple 
of decades is the structural] crisis of capital. I always maintained that 
there is a big difference from the time when Marx talked about crisis 
in terms of the crisis that discharges itself in the form of great thunder- 
storms, Now it doesn’t have to discharge itself in thunderstorms. What 
is characteristic in the crisis of our time is precipitations of varying 
intensity, tending towards a depressed continuum. Recently we started 
to talk about double-dip recession, soon we will talk about treble-dip 
recession, maybe even one day quintuple-dip recession. What E am 
saying is that this tendency towards a depressed continuum, where one 
recession follows another, is not a condition which can be maintained 
indefinitely because at the end it reactivates capital’s internal explosive 
contradictions with a vengeance and there are also some absolute limits 
which one has to consider in that respect. 

Remember, I am talking about the structural crisis of capital, which 
is a much more setious problem than the crisis of capitalism because 
one way to get out of the crisis of capitalism in principle was a state 
regulation of the economy, and in some respects on the outer horizon 
of the Western capitalist system you can allow for its possibility. State 
capitalism can arise when the Western capitalist system is in deepest 
trouble, but again 1 would say it’s not a tenable solution in the long 
run because the same kinds of contradictions are reactivated, namely 
the contradiction between the political and the economic extraction of 
surplus labour. I’m not talking about fictitious future events ~ think 
of fascism, think of the Nazi system which attempted this kind of corpo- 
rate state regulation of the system in order to get out of the crisis of 
German capitalism at that given time of history. Therefore what we are 
considering here is that all those ways of displacing temporarily the 
interna] contradictions of capital are being exhausted. The world as a 
whole is very insecure. The overwhelming majority of humanity lives 
in the most abominable conditions. Whatever happened to the modern- 
ization of these countries? It has taken such forms of robbery and 
extraction and mindless refusal to consider even the implications for 
the survival of humanity — the way in which these territories and the 
population of these territories have been treated — that the whole thing 
has been totally undermined, and today you find a situation in which 
nobody believes any more in the modernization of the so-called ‘Third 
World’. And that is why that depressed continuum is, in the long run, 
an untenable situation and for that reason a social transformation must 
be feasible. But it is not feasible through the revitalization of capital. 
It can only be done on the basis of a radical departure from the logic 
of this accumulation-orientated mindiess destructive control. 
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This tremendous crisis 1 am talking about saw not only the virtual 
extinction of the communist parties, the parties of the Third 
International, but also the extinction of the parties of the Second 
International, For about a hundred years those who believed in the 
virtues of evolutionary socialism, and reform, were talking about the 
transformation of society which leads towards socialist relations of 
humanity. This has gone totally out of the window even in terms 
of their own programmes and perspectives. You have seen recently that 
the socialist parties of the Second International, and their various 
associates, have suffered quite devastating setbacks and defeats in every 
single country: in France, in Italy, in Germany, in Belgium and in the 
Scandinavian countries, and now recently also in England, the fourth 
successive defeat for the Labour Party. It was quite appropriate that 
this serial defeat in all these countries coincided with the celebratory 
opening of Euro Disneyland because what these parties themselves have 
adopted in this historical period, in their response to the crisis, is some 
kind of Mickey Mouse socialism, and this Mickey Mouse socialism is 
totally incapable of intervening in the social process. That is why it is 
not accidental that these parties adopt the wisdom of capital as an irre- 
placeable system. The leader of the Labour Party once declared that 
the cask of socialists is the better management of capitalism. Now this 
kind of preposterous nonsense is in itself a contradiction. It is a contra- 
diction in terms because it is extremely presumptuous to think chat the 
capitalist system would work better with a Laboutite government. The 
problems continue to become more severe, and the political system is 
incapable of responding because the political system operates under the 
ever-narrowing constraints of capital. Capital as such doesn’t allow any 
more margin for manoeuvre. The margin of manoeuvre for political 
movements and parliamentary forces was incomparably greater in the 
nineteenth century or in the first third of the twentieth century. Britain 
is already part of Europe and there is no way in which you can unwind 
that process, in the sense chat little England will be capable of solving 
these problems. 

But that immediately also raises the question, how do we relate 
ourselves to the rest of the world? - With what happened in the East, 
in the Soviet Union? A new fundamental problem has arisen on the 
horizon. In the case of Russia I read recently that, in addition to 
the twenty five billion dollars which exist in the form of promises 
from the West, Russia will need this year alone another twenty billion. 
Where are we going to find these billions which Russia needs for this 
process when the American debr itself is quite astronomical? The 
problems of this world are becoming so intertwined, so enmeshed with 
one another, that you can’t think of partial resolutions to them. 
Fundamental structural changes are needed. The two and a half decades 
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of expansion after the Second World War were followed by deepening 
malaise, the collapse of the earlier cherished strategies, the end of 
Keynesianism, the appearance of monetarism, etc., and all of them 
leading nowhere. When self-complacent people like John Major say 
socialism is dead, capitalism works, we must ask: capitalism works for 
whom and for how long? I read recently that the directors of Merrill 
Lynch received, one 16.5 million, another 14 million, and another ten 
or fifteen of them, 5.5 million dollars each, as annual remuneration, 
It works very well for them, but how does it work for the people 
in Africa, where you see them every day on your television screen? 
Or in vast areas of Latin America, or in India, or in Pakistan, or in 
Bangladesh? I could continue and name the countries where you are 
talking about thousands of millions of people who can hardly survive. 

RP The agent of change in this situation, the revolutionary subject, is still 
in your view the working class? 

Mészáros Undoubtedly, there cannot be any other. ] remember there was 
a time when Herbert Marcuse was dreaming about new social agents, 
the intellectuals and the outcasts, but neither of them had the power 
to implement change. The intellectuals can play an important role in 
defining strategies, but it cannot be that the outcasts are the force which 
implements this change. The only force which can intreduce this change 
and make it work is society’s producers, who have the repressed energies 
and potentialities through which all those problems and contradictions 
can be solved. The only agency which can rectify this situation, which 
can assert itself, and find fulfilment in the process of asserting itself, is 
the working class. 


The Problem of Organization 


RP What about its form of organization? Do you think new forms of 
organization are needed? Some people say the old-style political party 
is irrelevant. 

Mészáros Yes, I would completely agree with that. The old-style political 
party is integrated into the parliamentary system which itself has 
outlived its historical relevance. It was in existence well before the 
working class appeared on the historical horizon as a social agency. 
The working class had to accommodate itself and constrain itself in 
accordance with whatever possibilities that framework provided and 
consequently it could produce only defensive organizations. All orga- 
nizations of the working class which have been historically constituted 
— its political parties and trade unions have been the most important 
of them - all of them were defensive organizations. Now they worked 
up to a point and that was why the reformist perspective of evolu- 
tionary socialism was successful for so many years, because partial 
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improvements could be gained. The working-class standards of living 
in the G7 countries have risen enormously in this period. When Marx 
was saying in the Communist Manifesto that the working class only 
has chains to lose, that is certainly not true of the working class of the 
G7 countries today or even yesterday. They have been very successful 
in improving their standard of living throughout this historical period 
until the last decade or so. What happened in the last decade or decade 
and a half was the coming to an end of this process because capital 
can no longer afford to grant benefits and significant gains to the 
working classes. Capital never gave anything away. If it was in tune 
with its own internal logic of expansion, self-expansion, then those gains 
could be provided. In fact they became dynamic factors in this self- 
expansionary process. That is not the case now. That’s why we are in 
the situation that the health service is in crisis, the education system is 
in crisis, the welfare state as a whole is in crisis. So the historical end 
of this process reopens the question: if the working class cannot obtain 
defensive gains any longer, through what strategies can it transform 
society? 

RP What I had in mind is mere the extra-parliamentary parties like 
Lenin’s Bolsheviks or the Chinese Communist Party which succeeded 
in destroying capitalism. Are they historically outmoded? 

Mészáros Yes, completely, Even those parties remained constrained by 
the perspective of parliamentarianism, and Lenin himself was in favour 
of these parties operating within the parliamentary framework. So what 
is of course an immense problem for the historical agency of transfor- 
mation is that capital is, by definition, and very effectively in its mode 
of acting and functioning, an extra-parliamentary force par excellence. 
And the working class on the other side has no politically effective 
extra-parliamentary force. The extra-parliamentary force would be 
the trade unions, bur the trade unions identified themselves with the 
reformist parties, and that constrained them. There will be no advance 
whatsoever until the working-class movement, the socialist movement, 
is re-articulated in a form capable of offensive action, through its appro- 
priate institutions and through its extra-parliamentary force. The 
parliament, if it is to become meaningful at all in the future, has to be 
revitalized, and can only be if it acquires an extra-parliamentary force 
in conjunction with the radical political movement that can also be 
active through parliament. 

RP What do you think of the current state of Marxist philosophy? 

Mészaros I think Marxist philosophy in general finds itself in a very 
difficult situation precisely for the reasons we are talking about, because 
we are in a major historical crisis, and disorientation is the rule of the 
day, and what happened in the East has greatly affected socialists and 
Marxists in the West and understandably so. It has to go through a 
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process of revaluation and heart searching and redefinition of all kinds 
of things. I find the situation in Latin America, for instance, much more 
interesting, the kind of intellectual ferment which is going on there is 
much more interesting for the time being than what I could point to 
here. But I don’t think this is a permanent condition, and I am the last 
to suggest that a radical socialist transformation can come out of these 
areas alone. In fact | am paradoxically convinced that the future of 
socialism will be decided in the United States, however pessimistic this 
may sound. I try to hint at this in the last section of The Power of 
Ideology where | discuss the problem of universality. Either socialism 
can assert itself universally and in such a way that it embraces all those 
areas, including the most developed capitalist areas of the world, or it 
won't succeed. 

The worid is one. I always rejected the notion of a ‘Third World’: 
there is only one world. I am convinced that a revival of Marxist thought 
in the future will also come here in response to the problerns and 
demands of the age ~ especially when some of the mystifications of the 
past are swept away. For how much longer can people be fooled with 
the idea that if they wait long cnough then, through social democratic 
processes of reform and evolutionary socialism, one day their problems 
will be solved? I don’t think that many people believe this today and 
there was plenty of evidence in the elections all over Europe that this 
idea has been profoundly discredited. When parliamentary expectations 
are bitterly disappointed, people move in the direction of taking action. 
We had a very dramatic case in the recent past with the opposition to 
the poll tax and the defeat of Margaret Thatcher who was considered 
permanent, undefeatable, through that process. And now, after the 
British general clection, in Scotland people are talking about direct 
action, even civil disobedience, in order to assert what they consider to 
be their legitimate interest of securing their own parliament or even 
their independence. So these are the kind of social events, social move- 
ments, in relation to which Marxist philosophy, Marxist thought in 
general can redefinc itself. 

RP Presumably what needs to happen is that the workers in the United 
States form links and make common cause with workers in the ‘Third 
World’? But how can they? These workers are to some extent living 
on a transfer of value from these same countries. 

Mészaros This is one of the problems and that’s where also a critique of 
Marx has to be indicated, because the working class itself is fragmented, 
is divided, there arc so many contradictions. In the United States in the 
last ten years the standard of living of the working class has gone down. 
So we are talking about a process, we are not talking about wish objects 
but realities which are happening in our times. In January 1971 I gave 
the Isaac Deutscher Memorial Lecture - The Necessity of Social Control 
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~ and 1 indicated there the beginning of structural unemployment. Now 
unemployment at that time in Britain was well under one million. 
Today, even after twenty three times of falsifying the crue unemployment 
figures, it is officially around 2,740,000. And no commitment even from 
the Labour Party to a return to full employment. That is the measure 
of the changes that are taking place. It is a massive contradiction when 
you declare a very large portion of the population superfluous. This 
portion of the population is not going to remain always meek and 
compliant and resigned to the conditions to which it is condemned. So 
things are happening, things are changing. But these changes will have 
to go deeper and I am convinced that they will. 


Interviewed by Chris Arthur and Joseph McCarney 
London, April 1992 
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Orientalism and After 
Edward Said 


Edward Said is Professor of Comparative Literature at Columbia 
University, New York. Best known academically for his book 
Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient (1978), which was 
a milestone in the redefinition of the concerns of literary studies, 
he is most widely known for his tireless representations on behalf 
of the cause of the Palestinian people. His writings span the areas 
of literary criticism, politics and music. His works include The 
Question of Palestine (1980), Covering Islam (1981), The World, The 
Text, and the Critic (1983), After the Last Sky: Palestinian Lives 
(1986), Musical Efaborations (1991) and Culture and imperialism 
(1993). Nurtured by the literary humanism of the 1950s, Said’s 
career spans the period of the radicalization and subsequent trans- 
formation of the humanities in North America. This has recently 
given rise to heated debates over the canon, the curriculum, and 
the character of liberai education in multicultural capitalist societies, 
in which Said has been an active participant. His latest boak, 
Representations of the intellectual (1994), derives from his delivery 
of the prestigious Reith Lectures in Britain in 1993. 


RP Perhaps we could begin by asking you to say something about your 
intellectual and political background in the late 1950s and 1960s. How 
did you identify yourself politically in relation to the civil rights and 
student movements in the USA during the period when you were a 
young member of faculry at Columbia? What from that period of your 
life was a formative influence on your later work? 

Said Well, in the 1950s I was a student and by 1957 I had finished my 
undergraduate education. 1 then went back to the Middle East for a 
year, basically to play the piano. And then in °58 I came back to grad- 
uate school, at Harvard, and I just plunged into that. I did really nothing 
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else but study for five years. My family remained in the Middle East 
and moved from Egypt, where they had come after 1948, to Lebanon. 
My entire family became refugees in 1948. One member of my family, 
in particular, whom I saw in Cairo in those years, was very active in 
Arab politics, as a Palestinian. This is the period of Nasserism. He was 
there because Nasser was bringing into Egypt a lot of these revolutionary 
types from the Arab world. His name was Kamal Nasir, and although 
he was a Baathi at the time he was also a Nasserite. Later he became 
a spokesman for the Palestinian movement in Amman in the late 1960s. 
Then he moved to Beirut, after Black September, and in 1973 he was 
one of the three leaders assassinated by the Israelis in April of that year 
— I had seen him that very night actually. So that was going on. But I 
was largely oblivious of it, in the sense that I was focused on my studies. 
I got my Ph.D. in 1963 and moved to New York where I took up a 
position at Columbia in English. Then, too, I was pretty focused on 
that and writing my first book, on Conrad. 

With the emergence of the civil rights movement in the middle 1960s 
-~ and particularly in ’66~’67 — I was very soon turned off by Martin 
Luther King, who revealed himself to be a tremendous Zionist, and 
who always used to speak very warmly in support of Israel, particularly 
in °67, after the war. In 1968 the Columbia revolution occurred, but I 
was away for that academic year! It was the revolution | missed. 1 was 
like Fabrice del Dongo locking for the Battle of Waterloo. I was on 
leave at a research centre in the Middle West, and I got a telegram 
from the President of the University saying, ‘There’s a faculty meeting 
on such and such a day.’ So I trekked all the way back to Columbia, 
and when I got there, they wouldn’r let me in the meeting, although 
I was a member of the faculty, because I didn’t have an up-to-date 
ID card. So I stood outside while this momentous event was taking 
place. 

When I returned to Columbia in the fall of 768, I got quite involved 
in che anti-Vietnam campus activities, Many of the students who had 
been involved in the revolution were students of mine. But it was the 
period when the emergence of the Palestinian movement was also occur- 
ring, And for the first time in my life I got involved in Palestinian 
politics, as did some of my family and school friends. A contemporary 
of mine from Harvard, for example, gave up his position at the 
University of Washington and went to Amman to become a full-time 
cadre, He was killed in 1976, during the Lebanese war, in rather obscure 
circumstances. He was a very important figure in the movement, and 
there is stil] a question-mark over who killed him and why. He was 
the one who introduced me in 1972 to Jean Genet, who was in Beirut. 
He was the man who took Genet around. He’s referred to in Genet’s 
last work, Prisoner of Love, as Abu Omar. 
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Anyway, I went to Amman in 1969 and got involved in the move- 
ment ~ not to stay therc, but as an expatriate. I began to write about 
politics for the first time in my life, to be published in America, and 
to appear on television and radio. This was all in the afrermath of the 
*67 war, which was the great event of my political life, I was in Amman 
during the summer of 1970 right up until the fighting broke out. I 
simply had to go back to my teaching. 1 was there for the National 
Council meeting. {I wasn’t a member then. I became a member in 1977.) 
That was the first time I ever saw Arafat, in 1970, in Amman. ‘Then, 
after Black September, the movement drifted into Beirut. My mother 
lived in Beirut, so Í would go to Beirut a great deal. That year I married 
a Lebanese woman, and for the next twelve years, 1970 to 1982, I was 
very involved in Palestinian politics in Beirut, as an expatriate. I always 
tried to steer clear of the inter-party fighting. 1 was not interested. For 
a time people thought I was — as indeed I was, in the early days — 
sympathetic to the Democratic Front. But I was never a member, and 
I never got involved in the disputes between them. Arafat made use of 
me, in a way, because I was in America. They came to the United 
Nations in ’74, and I helped with the speech: I put it into English. 

Then, of course, during the Carter Presidency, I was uscful to 
the movement because some of my classmates were members of the 
Administration. ‘hey were people I'd gone to school with. One has to 
remember that I grew up as an Establishment figure in America. I went 
to boarding school, I went to Princeton, I went to Harvard. They were 
things I could draw on, although they were frequently misinterpreted 
by the Palestinians - some of them, I mean — who thought I ‘repre- 
sented’ America. When my book The Question of Palestine appeared, 
for example, the Popular Front weekly magazine ran a tremendous 
attack on me because I was suppased to be a representative of bour- 
geois this and that - all that formulaic bullshit. In any event, I was 
plunged totally into politics, simultaneously with my academic work, 
which was going on in parallel. They were joined, in a certain sense, 
in the middle 1970s when 1 wrote Orientalism. The book married the 
two things | was most interested in: literature and culture, on the one 
hand, and studies and analyses of power, on che other. From then, it 
continued pretty much unbroken until the aurumn of 1991, when | 
resigned from the National Council. 


Orientalism and Humanism 


RP Perhaps we could ask you something about the character of this 
marriage of concerns in Orientalism, Orientalism is often read as a kind 
of counter-history of the European literary tradition, an exorcizing of 
the political ghost of high literary humanism. On the other hand, the 
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literary quality of the texts which are criticized politically is emphasized 
and affirmed. This has led some people to detect an ambivalence towards 
literary humanism in the work, After all, this is a tradition which not 
only affirms literary values, but has often gone so far as to identify 
them with human values. Is there still an ambivalence in Orientalism 
towards literary humanism? 

Said Yes. The heroes of the book, insofar as there are heroes (J can’t 
think if there are any heroines, particularly), the heroes are basically 
the novelists. People like Flaubert, like Nerval, some of whom were 
poets as well. There is an ambivalence, however. As Orwell said about 
Salvador Dali, it’s possible to be a disgusting human being and a great 
draftsman, which Salvador Dali was. So you could be an imperialist 
and an orientalist, and also a great writer. That’s really what I’m inter- 
ested in, the co-existence of these two things. What does one do in the 
face of that? My own profession has been pretty consistent. The tradi- 
tion has been to separate them completely, and to say, ‘Well, we're not 
going to talk about this, were just going to talk about that.” More and 
more I’m perceived as having become shrill about talking about them 
together. 

RP Isn’t the mainstream position rather to suppress the politics in the 
name of the human side? 

Said Exactly. 

RP It’s not really a separation ... 


Said ... no, it’s not separating all the time... 
RP ... an overriding, perhaps... 
Said ... overriding. Yes. But it is a form of separating, in the sense that 


you won't talk about this, because that’s much more important. I mean, 
even Raymond Williams, for example - Raymond Williams, as you 
know, I revere and loved, he was a great man — has this long chapter 
in Culture and Society on Carlyle. How can you cead Carlyle the way 
he did? Even if it was 1950 or whenever. Carlyle wrote The Nigger 
Question in the 1840s, and it was an appalling piece of racist horror. 
If you look through his work it’s everywhere. The same is true of 
Ruskin. For all that he was a great influence on people like Gandhi 
and Tolstoy, Ruskin was a profound imperialist. He really thought that 
England should colonize the world — and actually said so! So it’s not 
a question of looking for it. It's there. You just have to read it. So 
you're right. The overriding of one discourse by another is what it’s all 
been about. And I’m interested not only in the way the two co-exist, 
but the way in which you can read the works with these concerns in 
mind and, by a process of what I call contrapuntal reading, transform 
the works into the enabling conditions of a decolonizing critique. 
This is what I try to do more explicitly in my new book, Culture 
and Imperialism. lt becomes possible, for instance, to read Mansfield 
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Park from the point of view of the Antigua plantation of the Bertrams, 
instead of reading it from the point of view of Mansfield Park. And 
we can sce in that reading the origins not only of the slave revolt in 
Santo Domingo, but the whole tradition of Caribbean writing that 
comes out of it: the work of C. L. R. James and Lamming and Eric 
Williams. At this point, in my opinion, Mansfield Park becomes an even 
more interesting novel, even greater for containing within itself this 
possibility of reaccommodating it to something else, to another kind of 
teading, to a different interest. It becomes part of another trajectory, 
which is not that of the English novel. It becomes part of the Caribbean 
thing. 

RP Yet Mansfield Park remains the novel to read. In other words, you 
stick with the canonical works. 

Said Yes, of course, because I’m culturally very conservative. There are 
good books, and there are less good books. 

RP But there could be several reasons for that. One could say that these 
books are the books in which certain historical experiences are most 
significantly sedimented, and put forward a purely strategic defence of 
them: these are the books which constitute the canon in this culture, 
and so this is the place we're going to start to unravel it. But you want 
to say something rather stronger than that it’s a strategic starting place? 

Said Yes. Mansfield Park, while not my favourite Austen novel, is a 
remarkable piece of work in its own right. That’s where the stakes are 
highest, in the argument from quality. Because Austen was profoundly 
implicated in her own society, or a segment of it, it enabled her co see 
— by virtue of that very limited vision — the necessity of an empire. In 
my opinion, in an uncompromising way. And that is consistent; despite 
the fact that Jane Austen has been reclaimed by feminists. The feminism 
of Fanny Price in Mansfield Park is totally untroubled by the slavery 
and by the sugar plantation. | think onc has to note that. 

RP But is the quality of the book intrinsically connected to the possibility 
of its contrapuntal reading? 

Said 1 think so, but it would obviously require more than just asserting 
it to prove this sort of thing. One doesn't have time to do everything. 
Take Heart of Darkness as another example. Ileart of Darkness, what- 
ever you think about it politically, is the novel about Africa. Many 
African novelists, including Chinua Achebe, who attacked it so, felt the 
need to engage with it. Not because it’s a racist text, but because it is 
the most formidable work of the imagination by a European about 
Africa. It has that quality. It’s strategically central because it has that 
quality. The same is true of The Tempest. And what one should add 
at this moment is the word ‘pleasure’. It’s not just strategy, it’s not just 
quality, but it is a work in which one can take aesthetic pleasure. 
Perhaps for some of those reasons, but also because it’s a wonderful 
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book to read. I don’t by any means put down or denigrate or minimize 
the role of the enjoyment of the work. One of the arguments | make 
in my new book about such works as Kim — why they're so important 
by the end of the nineteenth century — is that Kim, the character, is an 
instrument for Kipling to enjoy being in India. Nevertheless, you can’t 
remove from that the impcrial quality: that he’s there in the service of 
the British Empire. In the end, he becomes a loyal servant in the Great 
Game. But up until that point the major quality, I think, of Kim for 
Kipling is enjoyment — a certain kind of imperial pleasure. 

RP The imperial pleasure is to be able to move across boundaries. So 
isn’t it a pleasure that’s intrinsically politically implicated? 

Said True, but other people can also move across boundaries. You'd be 
surprised. What is interesting is that Kipling is enjoying the pleasures 
of the Empire in such a way that he is completely blind to what is 
taking place at the time: namely, the emergence of an Indian national 
movement. He is blind to this other factor, this other element, forming, 
emerging, and ultimately overcoming the Empire. 

RP One could say that the subtletics of the text are precisely where it’s 
not blind to the emergence of the national movement. 

Said There are two places in the novel where Kipling talks about changes 
in India; most of the time he represents a changeless India. One of them 
is the episode with the old soldier about the Great Mutiny. And he 
represents it as a temporary madness that came over the Indians. So 
he saw it, he transformed it into something else, and off he went. He 
saw it, but he didn’t take note of it — as what it was. The second 
place ts later on, when one of the women, the widow of Shamlegh, 
says that we don’t want these new English people who are coming. 
(It's a reference to the educated young colonial hands, like Forster's 
Ronnie Heaslop, twenty-five years later.) We prefer the old style. 
There is a sense in which, according to Kipling, the Indians prefer tradi- 
tional orientalists, like Colonel Creighton. So he registers a sense of 
what the Indians may want, but he doesn’t linger over it, and he 
transmutes it into something else, and off he goes. I don’e think there 
are any other subtleties there, of that sort, that openly refer to the 
political situation. 

RP So it’s an opposite example to Mansfield Park? Therc you were saying 
there’s a place in the text from which you can reread the text, but here 
there isn’t another place. 

Said No, there is another place. ‘There is a national movement, For 
example (it’s an important detail), this old soldier who was in the 
English Army, whom Kim and the Lama visit, is described by Kipling 
as revered in his village. Now, to my way of thinking, given my own 
background, somebody like that who collaborated is very likely zot to 
be revered. He’s likely to be an outcast. So one focuses on that. 


Orientalism and After 71 


RP Orientalism drew upon a Foucauldian perspective, but that was 
framed by a Gramscian theory of hegemony. Are there not great differ- 
ences and tensions between these respective theorizations of power? 

Said Very much so. 

RP Have you continued to maintain that dual perspective? 

Said No. I won't say I abandoned Foucault, but I’d say I'd gotten what 
there was to be gotten out of Foucault by about the time Discipline and 
Punish appeared, in the mid-1970s. The discovery I made about Foucault, 
about which I wrote in a small essay called ‘Foucault and the Imagination 
of Power’, was that, despite the fact that he secmed to be a theorist of 
power, obviously, and kept referring to resistance, he was really the scribe 
of power. He was really writing about the victory of power. I found very 
little in his work, especially after the second half of Discipline and Punish, 
to help in resisting the kinds of administrative and disciplinary pressures 
that he described so well in the first part. So I completely lost interest in 
his work. The later stuff on the subject I just found very weak and, to 
my way of thinking, uninteresting. 

I was one of the first in America to teach Gramsci, but there are prob- 
Jems in teaching and talking about Gramsci. First of all, the English trans- 
lation of the Prison Notebooks was based on a corrupt text, and 
conveyed a very false impression. Even when | was working on 
Orientalism I discovered mistakes in it. Secondly, and perhaps more 
importantly, since it’s now possible to read a very good text — the 
Gerratana four-volume critical edition of the Prison Notebooks with a 
huge apparatus — Gramsci was an inveterate note-writer. He never wrote 
a consistent piece, except the Southern Question, which I make great use 
of in my new book. It’s very hard to derive from Gramsci’s work a con- 
sistent political and philosophical! position. There’s a bit of this, a bit of 
that - mostly, I think, in the tradition of Vico and Leopardi, 
a kind of Italian cosmopolitan pessimism; along with his tremendous 
involvement in the Italian working-class movement, But beyond that, 
methodologically it’s very difficult to ‘use’ him. 

RP The concept of hegemony is of use, perhaps ... 

Said Yes, it has a kind of gross fascination, a gross applicability, which 
I still make use of. But as to exactly what it means ... ? Its most inter- 
esting quality is the idea of mutual siege. Hegemony and what is 
required to mount a counter-hegemonic movement. But that can’t be 
done theoretically; it has to be part of a large political movement, what 
he called an ensemble. That I find tremendously useful. Bur beyond that 
it’s difficult to make instrumental use of him. 

RP In left political culture, there have been at least two quite different uses 
of Gramsci. One based on a cultural reading of him, the other on what 
one might call the ‘Turin Gramsci, which is about organic intellectuals, 
working-class organizations, etc. Are you drawing on both of these? 
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Said I think one has to. For example, in the Southern Question, he draws 
attention to the role of somebody called Gobetti, who was a kind of 
northern intellectual who became a southern activist. What that’s all 
about is overcoming politica] and geographical divisions between states, 
between actualities. What Gramsci was doing was improvising in a 
highly particularized local situation (Italian politics in the early 1920s) 
in order to put together a counter-hegemonic movement of some sort. 
That’s what interests me most about him. In my opinion, the central 
thing about Gramsci’s thought, which hasn’t really been focused on 
enough, is that it’s basically geographical. He thinks in terms of terri- 
tories, in terms of locales, which is tremendously important to me. 
Maybe I got it from Gramsci. 1 was struck by the difference between 
Gramsci, with his focus on geography, and Lukdcs’s focus on tempo- 
rality, where the Hegelian tradition is so strong. The materialist 
tradition, the pessimistic materialist tradition in Italy, is all about place. 
It’s tremendously undogmatic, tremendously unabstract. You can always 
find applications to the Italian situation. Most of the theoretical stuff 
that one reads in left periodicals today — and for the last ten years, 
maybe more ~ is so vague, 50 out of touch with any political move- 
ment of any consequence. 

RP The way you're talking about Gramsci here seems to be in tension 
with the kind of things you were saying earlier in relation to Austen, 
about the qualities of the humanist literary tradition. 

Said Why? Gramsci was a literary humanist. His training was in philology 
and he was passionately interested in Italian and other forms of liter- 
ature. He read omnivorously. I think there’s been a mistake of putting 
in opposition the humanistic and the political, or radical, or whatever. 
There’s a much longer tradition of the two feeding off each other. If 
you look at Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class, 
for example, running throughout are example after example of people 
Jike Blake, of poets and writers, of the radical movements’ use of 
Shakespeare. J don’t think there’s this necessary opposition, which goes 
back, in my opinion, to some phony or factitious Alrhusserian opposi- 
tion. It’s possible to imagine a literary humanism that is not mandarin, 
disembodied, or scornful of politics. One can see it actually very much 
involved in politics. There’s a whole tradition of Caribbean writing 
which, as C. L. R. James says, never had any other background. We’re 
not talking about Africa, we're talking about the Caribbean — it’s a 
transported population. This is its background: precisely these Western 
humanistic — and political ~ ideas. So it doesn’t trouble me, what you 
call this tension. 

RP Foucault and Gramsci provided you with alternative theoretical 
approaches to literary objects that go beyond certain methodologically 
narrow stances towards the text. They make different kinds of 
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theoretical bridge between texts and their contexts, readings and prac- 
tices, etc. However, when you come to reject the Foucauldian position 
because of its problematic, all-pervasive view of power, and you say 
that Gramsci is to be read only tactically — he doesn’t give you a 
theoretical framework — this seems to open up something of a method- 
ological vacuum. Do you worry about this? Or do you chink that other 
people are worrying too much about having the right theoretical frame- 
work? 

Said Yes, I think so. Theory has become a substitute. From my perspective, 
theory is really not interesting as a subject in and of itself ~ to write 
endlessly refined accounts of some theory or other. (I make exceptions. 
Adorno strikes me as interesting for his own sake, for reasons that none 
of the books on Adorno have ever touched, namely because of his 
grounding in music. That’s whar’s great about Adorno. Not so much 
what he has to say about administered society, or the conquest of 
nature.) But what's happened, in the years since I wrote Beginnings in 
the early 1970s, is that theory has become a subject in and of itself. It 
has become an academic pursuit of its own. And I am totally impatient 
with it. Why? Because what has been neglected in che process is the 
historical study of texts, which to me is much more interesting. Firstly, 
because there are many more opportunities for genuine discovery; and 
secondly, because political and cultural issues can be made much clearer 
in terms of comparable issues in our own time. The question of oppres- 
sion, of racial oppression, the question of war, the question of human 
rights ~ all these issues ought to belong together with the study of 
literary and other forms of texts; as opposed to the massive, intervening, 
iustitutionalized presence of theoretical discussion. 


Orientalism and Feminism 


RP Sticking with Orientalism, one critic, Jane Miller, in The Seductions 
of Theory, has pointed to the way in which you use all those terms 
with feminine associations in the discussion of Orientalism, and they 
are critical terms. Feminism does have a very ambiguous presence in 
the book here. 

Said Yes, it does. There’s no question about it. What I was doing in 
Orientalism, twenty years ago when I was writing it, was pointing out 
two things: che extraordinary degree to which the Orient had became 
feminized by male writers in Europe; and the way in which the women’s 
movement in the West was hand in glove with the imperialist movement. 
It was not a deterrent. It’s only very recently - 1 would say io the last 
four or five years — that the questions of race and gender have been 
joined, in a historical and theoretical way — as opposed to just gender. 
That’s an ongoing discussion, which at the time of Orientalism | didn’t 
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feel to be a part of the subject rhat I was dealing with. I think Miller 
is absolutely right, but it’s very interesting that those critiques of 
Orientalism which are now being made were not made then! What is 
the role of feminism in the orientalism of a field like music or anthro- 
pology, for example? It’s very complicated, very troubling, and it’s only 
just come up: I would say in the last three or four years, in discussions 
at the American Anthropological Association, and various other places. 
The engagement’s only just begun. 

RP Recent feminist scholarship directly related to Orientalism has 
supported either a cultural nationalist position or a women’s rights 
position, What do you make of these kinds of arguments? 

Said For me, they've become very interesting recently, in the last year. 
Just looking at the Middle East, there’s been a sudden efflorescence of 
quite complex and interesting work on, for example, women’s role in 
Islam and Islamic society. A new book by Leila Ahmad, which was 
published by Yale three or four months ago, has not yet received a 
single review in the USA. Nobody wants to touch it, it’s too complicated, 
quite a troubling view of the whole question. A mass of material is 
now coming out. In the past we had Nawal al-Saadawi and a few 
others. But very little. Then of course there are the anthologies — Let 
Women Speak, Islamic Women Speaking — and the translation of 
women's texts from the part of the world I know best — the Islamic 
and Arab world. However, most important of all for me are not these 
theoretical questions, but the emergence here and there of a serious, 
politically effective, women’s movement. That’s what it’s all about in 
the end. There is a movement and there is a literature now in the Middle 
East itself as part of the general struggle against the status quo — which 
is appalling ~ in places like Saudi Arabia, Algeria, Tunisia, Lebanon, 
and, from my point of view, especially in Palestine. The role of women 
in the Intifada is extraordinarily avane garde. So the situation is 
changing. It’s very different from what it was ten years ago, certainly 
twenty years ago. And for me it’s mainly interesting because of the 
oppositional] quality of the women’s movement, asserting a set of rights 
for women essentially denied them by authorities who purport to use 
the arguments of the Sharia, the Quran ... 

RP Do you feel that you’ve taken on board these kinds of discussion in 
your new book? 

Said Well, I was very interested. But the literature is still small. You get 
into another problem: what is the relationship between the women’s 
movement and nationalism? In the early days of the nattonal movement 
in places like Indonesia, India, Egypt, where there were pioncering 
women’s movements, these were basically nationalist movements. They 
were thought of as part of the general struggle against the white man. I 
had a striking illustration of the difference between that and the present 
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movement when last year I went to South Africa. I was invited by the 
University of Cape Town to give a lecture called The Academic Freedom 
Lecture. Because of the boycort, I had to be cleared by the ANC, which 
I was, and I gave a seminar at the ANC headquarters and at various other 
places. In Johannesburg, the first talk I gave was at an Islamic centre in 
Linasia, which is an Asian township, mostly Muslim. I gave a talk about 
Palestine, which is what they wanted to hear about. Then I was told, 
‘We've listened to you, now you listen to us.” Which ] thought was a 
fabulous notion, since usually visitors give a lecture and leave. So I heard 
somebody who spoke about schooling, about legal changes, violence, 
prison conditions, etc. There was a woman who stood up, whose name 
Pl never forget, Rohanna Adams: a Muslim name and a Christian last 
name ~ fantastic. She was the only one not to use the Bismil- 
rabimrabmanulrabim, which is the statement of faith which Muslims use, 
and which in South Africa and throughout the Islamic world is some- 
times a revolutionary, sometimes a reactionary, thing to say. In the 
former case, you’re saying, ‘Islam is my guide against you, the oppressors, 
apartheid,’ etc. In places like Saudi Arabia it means loyalty to the king. 
In Algeria it was used against the French: Islam as a political force. She 
was the only one not to do that. It was her way of not getting sucked 
into the struggle against apartheid again. She said, ‘All right, we're 
struggling against apartheid, but there’s still che problem of women. You 
haven’t addressed it, any of you.’ (Pointing to them all, accusingly.) ‘You 
try to put us to one side,’ and indeed they did. They had the hall arranged 
so that the women were on one side and the men on the other — talking 
against apartheid. She said that we have to deal with this. 

So, it’s a completely different type of women’s movement where 
there’s a veering off from nationalism, ‘There’s a general discovery — 
and the women’s movement is one of the places where this discovery 
has occurred — that nationalism has become the catch-all for the oppres- 
sion by the new class of minorities: women, religious and ethnic groups, 
and so on and so forth. The great virtue of the women’s movement in 
the Occupied Territory in Palestine is that it’s not only against the 
Israelis, but against the so-called Islamic Arab oppression of women. 
But it’s only beginning now to do that. It’s changing. 


After Orientalism 


RP Our final question about Orientalism concerns your relation to some 
of the work that it provoked, which goes under the heading of ‘colonial 
discourse theory’. People often identify Orientalism as the founding text 
of a new theoretical genre. But that genre is now frequently articulated 
in terms of poststructuralist theory, which is quite different in many 
ways from the theoretical assumptions and practices of your book. 
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Said Absolutely. 

RP It is also associated, at times, with a political tendency with which, 
rather surprisingly, you have occasionally been associated by your 
critics: ‘orientalism in reverse’, or a simple inversion of the hierarchical 
relationship between the West and its other. What these two things 
have in common is a fixation on the binary opposition between the 
West and its ‘other’, and a tendency to homogenize both categories, 
thereby losing any kind of historical or geo-political specificity: in the 
first case, by refusing to go beyond the pure negativity of the decon- 
structive stance; in the latter, by politically lumping together all 
kinds of very different colonial relations. What is your view of these 
developments? 

Said Where I think Orientalism was useful was in those works that looked 
at the cultural component of forms of domination as giving rise to 
Africanist, Indianist, Japanesist, etc. types of discourses; as having, in 
a very narrow sense, played an important constitutive role in talking 
about those places. You could no longer look at, say, descriptions by 
nineteenth-century explorers of Africa as if they were just seeing what 
they saw. There was the notion of a collaborative enterprise having to 
do with the domination of a region. Orientalism gave rise to studies 
of that sort, which I think were salutary. However, it also gave rise to 
a bad thing, which I didn’t intend, and which I thought I had dealt 
with, but obviously didn’t: the problem of homogenization. For 
example, in the Arab world I’m read by many people as a champion 
of Islam, which is complete nonsense. I wasn’t trying to defend Islam. 
I was simply talking about a very specific form of activity: representa- 
tion. The problem then becomes (as some have suggested): you didn’t 
say what the true Orient really was. So what I try to do in my new 
book (which I didn’t do in the other one) is to talk about not only 
imperialism, but also decolonization, and the movements that emerged 
from the Third World — all kinds of opposition and resistance. 

There is a focus on what | view as the opposition within the nation- 
alist movements — nationalism versus liberation. There’s nationalism 
which leads to the national bourgeoisie, separatist, statist, national 
security: the problem of the pathology of the Third World state. But 
there’s always the opportunity for the alternative, what I call liberation. 
“lhere’s room for all at the rendez-vous of victory’ (C. L. R. James 
quoting Césaire) is a very important phrase for me. It’s impossible to 
talk about the sides of the opposition between oriental and occidental 
separately. I talk about what I call overlapping areas of experience. The 
whole point is that imperialism was not of one side only, but of two 
sides, and the two are always involved in each other. That’s where the 
contrapuntal method comes in. Instead of looking at it as a melody on 
top and just a lot of silly accompaniment down here, or silence, it’s 
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really like a polyphonic work. In order to understand it, you have to 
have this concept of overlapping territories - interdependent histories, 
I call them. That’s the only way to talk about them, in order to be 
able to talk about liberation, decolonization, and the integrative view, 
rather than the separatist one. I’m totally against separatism. 

As for orientalism in reverse, there’s a literature on this throughout 
the Islamic world ~ ‘Occidentosis’: all the evils in the world come from 
the West. It’s a well-known genre that I find on the whole extremely 
tiresome and boring. And I’ve separated myself from it and from what 
I call nativism. Pll give you a perfect example of it. In 1962 or 1963, 
Soyinka, an advanced intellectual, publishes a withering critique of the 
great nativist concept of negritude. He attacks Sengor, saying that 
Sengor’s idea is really a way of giving in to the concept of the inferior 
black man. It’s the other half of the dialectical opposition. Excellent. 
In 1991, in his own magazine, Transition, which has been re-established 
in America with Skip Gates, he writes a tremendous attack on the 
African political scientist Ali Mazrui, who is a Muslim from Kenya. 
The essence of the attack on Ali Mazrui is that he is not a pure African. 
He’s an Islamicised and Arabized African. So the integrative liberationist 
African, twenty years later, in Nigeria, has become a nativist, attacking 
a man for not being black enough! ~ the man who had attacked 
negritude. Those reversals are part of the political situation. 

The same thing operates in the Salman Rushdie case. In the Islamic 
world I've been vociferous in attacking the banning of the book. It’s 
the result, firstly, of the absence of any secular theory of any conse- 
quence that is capable of mobilizing people, that is understandable by 
the people who are laying their lives on the line; and secondly, of the 
absence of organization. There is no effective secular organization, 
anywhere, in the fields in which we work, except the state. I mean 
secular politica] organization. That’s part of the failure which I lament 
so much. So there is this tremendous thing about authenticity and ethnic 
particularity. The politics of identity is the problem: the failure co take 
account of, and accept, the migratory quality of experience; chat every- 
body is a migrant or an exile, In England, for example, the people who 
have been most vociferous against The Satanic Verses are migrants 
who want to assert their authenticity in an environment which has been 
basically hostile to them. Rather than saying, “Our experience is very 
much like that of the Palestinians, very much like that of the 
Bangladeshis’; instead of seeing it as something beyond the binary oppo- 
sitional thing, ‘us versus them’, and therefore being able to see it in 
different terms, there’s this obsession abour returning to yourself: only 
in the community, and the purer form of the community, is my salvation 
~ which is, I think, a form of perdition. It’s the end of the best things 
about our civilization, and it’s something that I completely oppose. The 
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marginalization, the ghettoization, the reification of the Arab, through 
orientalism and other processes, cannot be answered by simple asser- 
tions of ethnic particularity, or glories of Arabic, or returning to Islam 
and all the rest of it. The only way to do it is to get engaged, and to 
plunge right into the heart of the heart, as it were. That’s the only 
answer; not these retreats. 


Intellectuals and their Constituencies 


RP The idea of secularity plays an important role in your work, partic- 
ularly as a way of defining intellectual practice. Do you think the term 
‘secular intellectual’ bears enough critical force in the current situation? 
It seems an almost nineteenth-century category, Insofar as it sets up the 
oppositional role of the intellectual solely in terms of a division between 
the theological and the secular. Secularity seems to define a space, an 
intellectual space which is oppositional to those who won’t allow you 
to occupy it, but inside the secular space many different oppositional 
positions would seem to be possible. Is there a specific oppositional 
content here beyond the secularity? 

Said As you said, it goes back to the secular versus the religious. That’s 
clear. And the space is the space of history as opposed to the space of 
the sacred or the divine. The second point I take from Gramsci. He 
wrote a letter, I think it was in 1921, where he says that the great 
achievernent of his generation, partly acting under the aegis of Croce, 
was that they were involved in che conquest of civil society, taking it 
away from mythological ideas of one sort or another: he called it the 
secular conquest of civil society. What interested me was that he also 
makes the point that the conquest is never over. You keep having to 
reappropriate as much as possible, which is otherwise going to be taken 
back, It’s a constant re-excavation of public space. Beyond this, we 
have to describe functions of the secular intellectual. (I don’t want to 
get into the whole question of general versus specific, which is, I chink, 
a phony set of categories invented by Foucault. I reject that.) 

Instead, I prefer various functions, of which one, for example, is bibli- 
ographical: where the cole of the secular intellectual, in opposition, is 
in relation to approved sources and documentation. The role of the 
secular intellectual is to provide alternatives: alternative sources, alter- 
native readings, alternative presentation of evidence. Then there is what 
I call an epistemological function: the rethinking of, let’s say, the whole 
opposition of ‘us’ versus the Islamic world, or ‘us’ and Japan. What 
does ‘us’ mean in this context? What does ‘Islam’ mean in this context? 
I think only intellectuals can fulfil these functions, in opposition, that 
is to say, in contravention of the approved idée reçue, whatever 
that happens to be. Then I see a moral function, a dramatic function: 
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the performance in particular places of a type of intellectual operation 
that can dramatize oppositions, present che alternative voice, and so 
on. So it’s by no means an open category. It encompasses a plurality 
of particular things and activities. 

RP So the secular intellectual is inherently critical and oppositional? Yours 
is a Sartrean position ... 

Said Yes, exactly. 

RP ... but not so close to Gramsci, where the distinction between ‘tradi- 
tional’ and ‘organic’ intellectuals is central? 

Said No, I think it is. Part of the problem is that the categories of organic 
and traditional intellectuals in Gramsci are fantastically unclear, and 
difficult to make clear. The categories are simply not stable categories. 
At one time you could say that Matthew Arnold was an organic intel- 
lectual. When he wrote Culture and Anarchy in 1869, he had an 
affiliation with a particular class. But by the end of the century, he had 
become a traditional intellectual. People read his work as a kind of 
apology for culture, withour any connection to anything except the 
Church. 

RP But with Gramsci, one has the sense of a particular audience; that he 
is addressing a specific audience, an ideal audience, even. 

Said Yes, all of this has to do with an audience, when I talk about a 
dramatic function. The difference is that 1 feel we all have different 
audiences in different constituencies. Just performing acts of routine 
solidarity, or mindless loyalty, strikes me as not interesting, not impor- 
tant. Although there may be a time for it. The great problem in 
essentially administered societies, the Western democracies, is precisely 
the drowning out of the critical sense. That has to be opposed by the 
secular intellectual and the critical sense revised for various audiences, 
various constituencies. 

RP This question of intellectuals and their constituencies has been raised 
guite acutely in the American academy in recent years in ways that 
relate directly to some of the issues we have discussed regarding the 
reception of Orientalism: namely, in the debates about political correct- 
ness and the canon. These are debates about exclusion, about 
boundaries, about what is to be excluded and what included. The 
position you have taken in these debates looks like a fairly traditional 
liberal humanist one, of opening up the space, including more texts, 
but defending canonicity. There are two questions here. The first is that 
if the way the state works culturally is through exclusion (as you 
suggest), can you really expect the existing state to open itself up to 
all these things? The pure liberal state is a fiction of political theory. 
The second question derives from a piece you wrote in the THES where 
you ask: ‘Who benefits from levelling attacks on the canon?’ and reply: 
‘Certainly not the disadvantaged person or class, whose history, if you 
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bother to read it at all, is full of evidence that popular resistance to 
injustice has always derived immense benefits from literature and culture 
in general, and very few from invidious distinctions between ruling class 
and subservient cultures.’ This is a strong defence of the oppositional 
political possibilities of ‘great texts’. But are such distinctions always 
invidious? 

Said Pve never felt the canon to be imposing a set of restrictions on me. 
Ir never occurred to me that in either reading or teaching the canon I 
was like a servant at work in the orchard of some great ruling-class 
figure who employed me to do that. I took it as requiring a certain 
kind of attention, a certain kind of discipline. Because | didn’t feel that 
restriction, I felt the whole question of the canon — whether it was 
raised hy its defenders or its opponents — to be a very limited one. 
Secondly, everything I said in that article, and thereafter, concerned not 
the role of the canon in the state, in the context of the state, but in 
the university. Now, in my view, the university is one of the lasr quasi- 
utopian spaces in modern society. And if it becomes a place for 
displacing one set of categories in order to pur in their place another 
set of categories, if were going to read aggressively one set of texts 
that were forbidden in the past and that are now possible, and we’rc 
going to forbid the texts that we read in the past in order to read these 
texts, I'm against the practice. That’s not the answer. In America, the 
vogue might be for Afrocentrism to replace Furocentrism. In the Islamic 
world it is to not read Western texts in order to read Islamic texts. I 
don’t have to make that choice. If that’s what it’s all about, I’m off. 
I’m ag’in them both. Just as I’m against William Bennett and Bernard 
Lewis, and all these who keep telling us that we should only read Homer 
and Sophocles, Pm against the other ones who say, you'll only read 
texts by black people. 

The question is: Are there open categories? That’s really your ques- 
tion. I think there are. But chey’re not out there, they’re what you do. 
That’s what it’s all about. It’s not about somebody saying: ‘OK, Said, 
you can do anything you like.’ That's nor interesting. What is, is what 
you do in your individual practice as a teacher, a writer, an intellectual. 
What are the choices you make? Now, if your attitude is venerative, 
then that’s stupid. I’m against that. I’ve spent a lot of time trying to 
show the limitations of that. If, on the other hand, your attitude is 
critical, I think that’s what education is all about — to instil a critical 
sense, a kind of nasty, demanding, questioning attitude to everything 
that’s put before you. But that by no means exempts you in the end 
from making judgements, from deciding what is good versus what is 
better, what is excellent, what is lousy. Questions of taste are very 
important. I don’t derive the same pleasure reading a novel by a great 
novelist and a political pamphlet. It’s a different kind of thing. So in 
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the end it’s not the categories that are open, it’s the possibilities of 
political and intellectual work that are relatively open, if one knows 
how to take advantage of them. 

RP Can we return to your own position as a Palestinian working and 
living in the USA? In the introduction to a discussion with Salman 
Rushdie about your book After the Last Sky, you talked abour the 
dangers of being a ‘cultural outsider’. Is that how you see yourself, as 
a cultural outsider? 

Said Yes, I do, without necessarily feeling alienated, if you see what I 
mean. You could be an outsider, and become more of an outsider, and 
cultivate your own garden, fee! paranoia, all the rest of it. Pve never 
felt that. Pye felt discriminated against, but I’ve never felt that my 
situation was hopeless; that I couldn’t do something to lessen my feelings 
of marginality. I’ve never lacked for opportunities to speak and write. 
Sometimes it hasn’t been very good. A couple of years ago | was under 
a death threat, when some group was trying to kill me. I had to change 
the way I lived. And it’s been very hard for me constantly to be on the 
defensive in a public situation, in the media, or even socially, in a place 
like New York, where people look at me and say, ‘Oh yes, PLO 
terrorist.” 

RP Has that got worse since the Gulf War? 

Said No, it’s pretty much the same. Just before the Gulf War, there was 
a horrific attack published in Commentary called ‘The Professor of 
Terror’ — it was completely libellous — which tried to prove that I plotted 
the murder of Jewish children and al} this sort of thing. It was clearly 
reckless, designed to provoke me into starting a libel suit, which would 
tie me up for ten years, and prevent me from doing anything else. So 
I didn’t even reply. Those things happen all the time, But you go on, 
and that’s important. In the Arab world, I fee! alienated for political 
reasons. I haven’t been to Jordan or Lebanon in over ten years, for 
reasons that are entirely political. Most of these places have changed 
beyond recognition, So my own past is irrecoverable, in a funny sort 
of way. I don’t really belong anywhere, bur I’ve resolved that that’s the 
way it is. It’s OK. I don’t mind so much. You don’t have much choice 
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RP Is it this sense of alienation from the Arab world that led you to 
resign from the Nationa! Council? 

Said 1 began to he dissatisfied with the tendencies of the Palestinian 
movement, in particular the PLO, to which Pve always been loyal as 
an overall political authority, several years ago. During the summer of 
1991, I was very involved in the preparations for the Madrid 
Conference. I knew a lot of the people on the West Bank, and since 
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America became central, it was thought that my input would be useful. 
] thought the emphasis in the Arab world, and above all in the 
Palestinian movement, on the United States, which was the last super- 
power, was scandalous, a slavish kind of fawning, almost desperate, 
cap-in-hand, ‘Help us, we rely on you’, etc. When the United States 
has been the enemy of our people! J thought it was scandalous. It was 
very confusing to people, this sudden ult towards America after the 
Gulf War. Because of the stupidities of what the PLO did during 
the Gulf War, there was a sudden dropping in the lap of America and 
accepting everything that they wanted, openly saying ‘Only America 
can rescuc us!’ It confused people a great deal. They suddenly thought, 
‘What are we struggling about? What happened after Madrid was that 
the situation on the West Bank and Gaza got worse, and it’s getting 
worse every day. I was also unhappy with the Mafia-like quality of the 
PLO, and I thought that Arafat, whom I’ve always been loyal to — he’s 
a friend — I thought that his tenure had been too long. It’s not been 
good for us. | began my critique in Arabic about three years ago, in 
1989, They don’t know where they’re going. It’s too in-grown. 

RP Inevitably, perhaps? 

Said Perhaps. But it’s also important for independents, such as myself, to 
say openly what the problems are. One last point I want to make is 
that talking about negotiations over the West Bank and Gaza really 
didn’t affect me in a way, because I’m not from the West Bank and 
Gaza. Pm from what used to be called West Jerusalem. And there was 
no role forecast for those of us who are exiles. Four million Palestinians 
(many of them stateless) have no place to go. There are many hundred 
thousands in Lebanon, Syria, etc. They’re not included in these nego- 
tiations. It’s just about residents on the West Bank and Gaza. So it’s 
their problem. Fine, they’re doing a great job — let rhem go on doing 
it, And the third reason I stopped, which was very important to me, 
is that since I discovered I have an insidious and chronic blood disease, 
I decided I would like to visit Palestine. I tried to go once in 1988 and 
Shamir refused entry, because 1 was a member of the National Council, 
So the resignation makes it possible for me to do that. And in fact Pm 
going the day after tomorrow. Pm on my way, for the first time in 
almost forty-five years. 

RP When you go to the Arab world, do you see this as some kind of 
returning home, or is America now your home? 

Said No, I’m totally at home in both places. But I’m different, in a way. In 
the American context, I speak as an American and I can also speak as a 
Palestinian. But in neither case do I feel that I belong in a proprietary 
sense or, let us say, in an executive sense, to the central power estab- 
lishment. I’m in the opposition in both places. And of course it means 
quite different things. [f you’re in opposition in Palestine, in the 
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Palestinian context, it means that you support and help shape an emerg- 
ing national consensus. | played, I thought, a relatively important role in 
1988 at the National Council meeting in Algeria where I helped to draft 
some of the statements and involved myself in a lot of the discussions, 
pushing towards recognition of the Israelis (ON resolution 242) by two 
states, all of that — I was for that, because it seemed to me logical, because 
we had no ally, no strategic ally, and because I thought it was right. The 
Soviet representative had absolutely nothing to say. In fact he was very 
discouraging. He didn’t want us to do that. He said, ‘Lie low’, etc. But 
i thought it was important to do that. So I did all of that. And as I said, 
I support the national consensus. On the other hand, I certainly didn’t 
feel it something that | could deny myself. That if I felt something was 
wrong I should say it, and J said it. 

For example, I’ve felt for almost fifteen, sixteen, seventcen years, that 
Palestinian policy in the United States is badly organized. The USA is 
not like an Arab country. It’s not even like a European country. And 
they’ve taken no steps to deal with that. The important thing becomes 
how you pursue your criticism. The venue becomes central. I would 
never speak to a Western press person, because, in that context, it is 
interpreted as an attack on the national movement, which I wouldn’t 
do. But in the Arabic press, in Arabic, I would do it. But rarely without 
having spoken to Arafat first. In America Pm totally in the opposition. 
It’s true, in effect, Pye become some kind of Mister Palestine to a lot 
of commentators. But I have never been on television, or in the press, 
or any sort of forum in America, without always being on the defensive, 
or in the minority. 

I was on a big Sunday morning programme once — I think it was 
the Brinkley show — and it was one of the key moments of the Intifada. 
People were getting killed and beaten and all the rest, and they actually 
showed a tape of it. The first question to me after the tape was: ‘When 
are the Palestinians going to stop terrorism?’ But when [ give lectures 
now, political ones, since the Gulf War, and even during the Gulf War, 
I very rarely get hostile questions. It’s quite extraordinary. Opinion has 
changed so much. The standard official Israeli position has simply 
nothing to recommend it any more. We’ve gone all the way, we’ve 
recognized them. We've said we want co-existence, we’re willing ro talk 
peace. Why then does the occupation continue? Why does the system- 
atic persecution and oppression of Palestinians continue? That’s been a 
tremendous change. 

RP Do you think the Gulf War was the turning point? 

Said No. During the Gulf War, I took a position which was very much 
against Saddam, but I was also opposed to American troops. I’ve always 
been against Saddam. The only time Į ever went to Kuwait was in 1985 
and I had a huge semi-public fight with a local Jumimary who was 
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blathering on about what a great man Saddam was. This was in the 
middle of the Iran-Iraq War. And I said, ‘Saddam’s a murderer and a 
pig and a tyrant and a fascist, and you’re criminals, and fools,’ and all 
the rest of it. And they said: ‘Ah, we’re giving them billions’ — and they 
did, they gave him fifteen billion dollars. And 1 told them that he was 
going to be the end of them. During the first weeks after the Gulf Crisis 
the same luminary called me up and abused me over the phone, because 
he said people had told him that I had appeared on English television, 
and I hadn’t been strong enough in defence of Kuwait. And I said, ‘Of 
course I’ve defended Kuwait. Pve been opposed to the occupation, I’ve 
been opposed to Saddam, but I won't take the position that Saudi 
Arabia and your morally and politically bankrupt government and the 
Americans should now send troops in and start a war. There are many 
moves that can be made before that.’ Two weeks later, he wrote a 
column in the leading Saudi paper, published in London, in which he 
wrote in Arabic: ‘Why I invited the prominent Arab intellectuals to 
commit suicide.” And he mentioned me. He said, ‘Said should commit 
suicide because he’s been a traitor to the Arabs and to Kuwait.’ 

During the Gulf War, my position was very different from the so-called 
official Palestinian position, such as it was. Basically, I opposed Iraq, I 
opposed the depredations of the Kuwaiti regime, I opposed Saudi policy, 
and I opposed the American position. I opposed the war. But I refused 
to fall into the position taken by people like Fred Halliday and Hans- 
Magnus Enzensberger - that in the war between imperialism and fascism 
you back imperialism. | was against them both. I think that was the 
honourable and only serious position to take. It could have been taken 
by more intellectuals in the West, but to their shame — partly because of 
anti-Arabism and anti-Islam, and the sort of things I talk about in 
Orientalism — they didn’t. It’s a scandal. It’s a great block. What has the 
war accomplished? Saddam is still there, he’s still killing Kurds, Shiites, 
he’s killing everybody. And he may even be supported by the Saudis now. 
At the same time as they’re supporting his overthrow, they’re trying to 
buy him off, as they do everywhere throughout the Arab world. 

RP So your position was to maintain sanctions? 

Said Yes, to maintain UN sanctions, but also to maintain uniformity and 
consistency of positions, everywhere, not just with regard to Palestine. 
What about Cyprus? There are any number of UN resolutions on the 
Turkish invasion and partition of the country. One of the reasons | 
was very upset about the US position during the so-called peace process, 
the Madrid phase, was that it said the Palestinians should strip them- 
selves of their right to representation. No liberation movement in history 
has ever done that. They nominate. They say: We pick the people, and 
not you, not the enemy. Secondly, I thought it was a classic mistake, 
typically imperial, that the United Srates should make this its peace 
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process, with the Soviet Union. You notice — if you look at the letter 
of invitation to the Madrid Conference — the United Nations is specif- 
ically cited as excluded. The United States will oppose any initiative 
from the United Nations. So suddenly the United States, which had 
used the United Nations in the Gulf War, had banned it from the peace 
process! All of these things have to be said. 

RP In a television interview with you and Chomsky, during or immedi- 
ately after the war, you talked about the persistence of orientalist 
attitudes. At the time, that explanatory framework seemed to miss the 
precision of the West’s economic and military motives. The reference 
to orientalist discourses appeared almost superfluous in the face of that 
kind of precision. 

Said Maybe I’m overly sensitive to it, but I don’t think a war like that 
could have been fought, paid for by Arabs against other Arabs, with 
contempt towards the whole procedure of negotiating, without orien- 
talism. This was not a war about aggression or anything like that. Ít 
was a war about cheap oil, and only Arabs have cheap oil: that combi- 
nation has a particular kind of racial tinge to it. Nobody said — certainly 
nor the Americans ~ that this is Arab oil for the Arabs, not just for 
the Kuwaiti royal family. These states — Saudi Arabia and Kuwait — 
are owned by families. There’s no state in the world that’s designated 
like Saudi Arabia — it’s the House of Saud — they actually own the 
country. All of these anomalies were only possible, it seems to me, and 
produced contradictory and lying discourses about justice and aggres- 
sion and al! the rest of it, because they're Arab. 

The United States has never supported human rights in the Arab 
world. I made a study of it. Every US position of importance, whether 
political or economic or military, in the Arab world has always been 
taken against human rights. They’ve opposed human rights for 
Palestinians, they’ve opposed human rights in the Gulf, they’ve opposed 
human rights in places like Syria, and so on and so forth. So I think 
you can’t not talk about what we might call cultural attitudes. There 
was a kind of contempt. The other discourse — what you call economic 
and military — is not precise enough without this component. There 
was a massive campaign on the media in the United States: an anti- 
Arab and racist campaign, the demonization of Saddam. In many ways, 
Iraq is the cultural centre of the Arab world. You didn’t know that 
from the television screen, which just showed those smart bombs going 
in over Baghdad. Saddam is not Baghdad. And to this day, not a word, 
not even a word about the people killed. This could only have been 
done with Arabs. 

RP Do you think that the American anti-war movement did enough? 

Said What anti-war movement? Of course not. 1 don’t think it would 
have been hard to do it. } think there was a lot of popular ambivalence 


86 Edward Said 


about the war. The left position was ambiguous, Not enough was made 
about the human catastrophe visited upon Iraq and the Gulf generally. 
Not enough was known about it, you see. A leading article in Foreign 
Affairs in December, just as the United States was about to go to war, 
began: ‘Saddam is from a brittle country which has no connection to 
ideas, books, or culture.’ This is a description of the country they're 
going to war against ... ‘camel jockeys’ and ‘towel heads’, whether 
they’re for us or against us, The same kind of scorn was heaped on 
the Saudis, and they were the ‘good Arabs’ in this war. This was consid- 
ered to be a war good for Israel, because Iraq was touted as the country 
most threatening to Israel. So there was really very little in the way of 
protest. To call it a movement would be wrong. It could have been a 
movement. 

RP What would it have needed? 

Said It would have needed organization. Don’t forget, this is the period 
after the collapse of socialism, of the Left. There is no Left in America, 
like there is a European Left, or a British Left. 

RP The British Left was itself very confused. 

Said Well, if you were confused, what about America, where there is no 
teal Left? There are people who are sort of vaguely Left, who are Left 
by virtue of sentiment and providence ~ people like Irving Howe, for 
example, or Michael Walzer - who are great gurus of the Left. Walzer 
was for the war. He thought it was a just war. The media was 
completely in cahoots with the government. It was one of the great 
satanic collaborations between the media and the government. You 
couldn’t get on. Radio, however, was very important during the war, 
National Public Radio and a few of the national networks carried a Jot 
of stuff. But it doesn’t have the power of television, It was a television 
war, 

RP In Baudrillard’s terms? 

Said What did he say? Probably not. 

RP Baudrillard said it was a hyper-real non-event. 

Said Good old Baudrillard! For that I think he should be sent there ~ 
with a toothbrush and a can of Evian, or whatever it is he drinks. 
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Axel Honneth 


Axel Honneth is Professor of Sociology and Philosophy at the 
University of Frankfurt. He is the author of The Critique of Power: 
Reflective Stages in a Critical Social Theory (1985; English transla- 
tion, MIT Press, 1991) and Struggle for Recognition: The Moral 
Grammar of Social Conflicts (1992; English translation, Polity Press, 
1995) ~ books which have placed his work at the centre of debates 
in Germany within the Frankfurt School tradition. 

Setting out from Habermas's reorientation of Critical Theory away 
from the philosophy of consciousness towards a paradigm of 
linguistically mediated intersubjectivity, Honneth makes three 
important new moves. First, by returning to the source of the para- 
digm in Hegel's early work, he recovers the dimension of struggle 
central to its original formulation. Second, reconstructing its legacy 
in a tradition of social theory which includes Sorel and Sartre along- 
side Marx and Mead, he restores the connection of moral struggle 
to empirical work in the social sciences. Finally, differentiating 
between three main forms of recognition in modern societies, he 
has begun the elaboration of a formal theory of the goad life. 


RP We'd like to begin with a question about your background. What 
was it like going through university in Germany in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s? What were your formative experiences, theoretically and 
politically? 

Honneth I started to study in 1969, after the birth of the student move- 
ment, in very conservative surroundings, at the Universicy of Bonn. 
Neither in philosophy nor in literature (which I studied at that time) 
was there anything of interest there for someone who had already been 
influenced by the student movement. In philosophy, a kind of neo- 
Kantianism was still hegemonic, which was typical of German 
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universities at the time. It was oriented towards German Idealism in an 
enlightened way, but for the most part it was very boring. It had nothing 
to do with the questions of the political movements. ‘he same was true 
in literature, where a very conventional form of literary history was 
prominent. The only point of contact between the two was Gadamer’s 
hermeneutics. It was the bridge between literature and philosophy in 
the University. There was nothing left from the original generation of 
the 1950s in Bonn, to which the young Habermas and Karl Otto Apel 
belonged. They were both in Bonn as either students or assistants of 
Erich Rothacker, who was oriented towards philosophical anthro- 
pology, and they learned to combine Heidegger with a certain 
anthropological theory there. The carly pragmatism of that generation 
was born in Bonn, but there was nothing of it left by the time J arrived, 
and it was not my reason for studying there. What influenced me at 
the beginning was logical positivism. It was the methodological counter- 
part to Bonn’s strange combination of neo-Kantianism, hermeneutics, 
and -German Idealism; a methodological standpoint from which we 
could criticize these boring conservative orientations which we found 
at the university. That took a year or two, no longer. ‘The first person 
whose work allowed me to build a bridge between my political interests 
and what was going on in my theoretical studies was Adorno. Like a 
lot of young students in philosophy, I was totally influenced by Adorno. 
I had this tendency to just imitate him. It’s awful to read now, the 
imitation of his language, using arguments which, if you don’t really 
deepen them, if you don’t have the background to place them philosoph- 
ically, sometimes seem very silly. 

At the same time, I wasn’t very active in the student movement in 
Bonn. The real places for the student movement were Berlin and 
Frankfurt, maybe Heidelberg. That’s where the interesting and intellec- 
tually far-reaching debates were. In Bonn, the student movement didn’t 
really occur in the classroom, but only through some happenings on 
the street. ] had no connections to this. I came from a much closer and 
much safer world, and I felt quite distanced from it. That changed when 
I went to the University of Bochum, which is huge. 

RP Which year was that? 

Honneth 1971. In philosophy, it’s an interesting place because of the 
Hegel archive. They are preparing and editing the new Hegel edition, 
and they are very careful. The leading figure at that time was Otto 
Piggeler. Being there changed my philosophical orientation in two ways. 
Firstly, I could see that there was something in German Idealism which 
is not, lets say, simply to be killed by logical positivism. There are 
some speculative ideas which we should take much more seriously. 
Secondly, | read Habermas for the first time. This was of unbelievable 
importance to me because he started out from an immanent critique of 
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logical positivism, and an immanent critique of what was happening in 
the conventional German university. If you read some of his early things 
in Theory and Practice, you can see how it was related by way of 
immanent critique to what was left over from Max Scheler and Nicolai 
Hartmann, and that kind of German philosophy of the 1920s and 
1930s. There was a chance for me to bring my different interests 
together. 

This was also the way I came into contact with Marxism. Maybe 
that’s strange, for a student in a German university at that time to come 
into contact with Marx via Habermas, and not the other way round. 
My political orientation had changed insofar as I had become a member 
of the USOS which is the youth organization of the SPD, and which 
was quite radical at that time — although not as radical as most of the 
groups in the student movement. And I had become interested in a 
critique of capitalism from the standpoint of workers’ movements. I 
began to see how one could formulate philosophical and theoretical 
questions in such a way that they have a certain relation to these move- 
ments. That was a very fruitful experience for me, cven though the 
philosophical debates in Bochum were not relevant to this. 

RP What was the reception of Heidegger like in this period? We ask 
because of the more recent debates about the politics of Heidegger's 
philosophy. Heidegger’s role in German philosophy is obviously much 
more complicated than these debates suggest. So I wonder, was there 
any Heideggerian influence? 

Honneth As far as I can remember, none at all. Most of us had read 
Adorno’s Heidegger critique, and that was all. The fact that Habermas 
and Apel had a certain closeness to Ileidegger in their early period - 
and you can see that when you read the very first articles, especially 
Apel’s — was always something very strange for me. We did not even 
read Being and Time then, It was simply outside the debate of the 
philosophically-oriented members of the student movement. 

RP Gadamer wasn’t viewed as a Heideggerian? 

Honneth No, Gadamer was the big person in Germany philosophy, 
formulating a hermeneutical position which had, we thought, quite 
conservative elements. But that was a book we read. One was very 
familiar with this book. It started to have a very big influence. It was 
already clear that there was an interesting confrontation brewing 
between Habermas and Gadamer. Gadamer’s hermeneutics on the one 
side, and the developing theory of Habermas on the other, were the 
two poles between which we lived. 

RP At this time, was Habermas seen to represent an extension of the 
Frankfurt School tradition? 

Honneth No. Not at all. Never during my whole educational career was 
he ever seen as that. 
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RP Was Habermas viewed primarily as a philosopher or as a social theorist? 

Honneth More or less a social theorist, I would say. The influence of 
Marxism and critica] theory started in sociology. But he had a very 
hard time, because he was totally isolated from the student movement. 
He was even seen as an enemy in the circles of the student movement, 
because of his use of the phrase ‘Left fascism’. The movement was 
becoming more and more orthodox. Around 1973, when I wrote my 
Magisterarbeit (on Habermas, mainly his interpretation of psycho- 
analysis), the interesting people of my age started to orient themselves 
towards either communism in the Leninist sense or a certain Maoism. 
Only a very few people remained unorthodox in the sense that they 
were simply oriented to the critical theory of the Frankfurt School, or 
had a strong interest in Krahl. Krahl was a young, intellectually brilliant 
member of SDS, who combined a strong interest in Hegel with an 
enormous knowledge of the tradition of Western Marxism ~— something 
like a young Lukács in the student movement. He played a very decisive 
role in all discussions. He died in 1969, but he was an adversary of 
whom you really took notice. For myself, the move away from 
philosophy towards sociology was decisive. I started to study sociology, 
I came into contact with people who did empirical research on the class 
structure in Germany, and I learned a lot about empirical research. 

Two other things should be mentioned. One is the growth of small 

groups reading Capital. I was a member of one of these private groups. 
It was a very typical event in these years. Everyone who had an interest 
in Critical Theory and in the critique of capitalism was in one way or 
another a member of such a group. This was interesting because the 
group I was in was not too orthodox. We had objections to either the 
methodology of Marx, or the content of the first volume of Capital. 
The other big experience was the opening up of a whole repressed 
tradition of Left thinking. 1 started to read Lukács, I was even influenced 
by Bloch in a certain way, and Karl Korsch. The unorthodox tradition 
of Western Marxism was a big influence. 

RP Did Althusser have any influence in your Capital reading group? 

Honneth At that time, no, not at all. That’s something I was confronted 
with for the first time in Berlin. That was the next decisive step in my 
development. I got an offer to go with Jaeggi to the Free University in 
Berlin. He had written a book on capital and labour in the Bundes- 
republik — an empirical study, which was very influential both among 
the unions and the student movement — and he invited me to go with 
him to the Institute of Sociology. That was an incredible break in my 
intellectual development because in Berlin there was a totally different 
atmosphere. It was overpoliticized in every class. 

The Institute of Sociclogy was very orthodox, in the sense that most 

of the members believed either in Marx or in some other tradition in 
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a very uncritical way. There were a lot of Leninists there at the time, 
a lot of people oriented to Maoism, and a growing interest in Althusser. 
Althusser was someone producing a new form of social theory and it 
was my luck or my fate, Pm not sure which, that the person I had 
come to Berlin with decided to establish an Althusser group. This group 
was totally convinced by Alchusserianism. (One has to say that Althusser 
played a very minor role in Germany.) I had a very hard time because 
I was already a totally convinced Habermasian, and there were very 
few of us at that time. We were seen by members of the student move- 
ment and the growing parts of orthodox movements as reformists, 
absolutely reformists, betrayers of the goals of the movements; and for 
the very few conservative people in the humanities at the Free University 
we were too left-wing. 

So I was in the strange situation of defending my Habermasian 
approach against a growing belief in Althusser. On the one hand, { was 
very frightened by these orthodox tendencies, I felt very alone; on the 
other, I developed a real interest in a critique of Althusserian orthodoxy. 
It forced me to write an article against Althusser which was strongly 
attacked by all the other members of the group.' That was something 
like a first chance to formulate my own position. 1 wasn’t an orthodox 
Habermasian in a strong sense, although everyone took me for one. I 
already had certain objections against Habermas especially in connection 
with his notion of work. I had problems with the way he reduced the 
Marxian notion of work to instrumental action because 1 was influenced 
by sociological studies on the experience of work. I always had a feeling 
that it is a much broader field of experiences than it is possible to 
reduce to instrumental action. 

The critique of Althusser gave me the chance to make my own 
approach much clearer. At the time, this meant starting out from some- 
thing like a philosophical anthropology. So I was greatly interested in 
Marx’s early writings. This also had something to do with the early 
Habermas and the early Apel. I found out that at the Free University, 
in my own Institute, there were people with a strong interest in philo- 
sophical anthropology. I came into contact with them and I started to 
work with Hans Joas. We wrote a book together on philosophical 
anthropology. There were some interesting people who were interested 
in philosophical anthropology. There was Gehlen, a conservative anthro- 
pologist, and Plessner, who played a very interesting role. We could 
connect this with certain tendencies in international Marxism, especially 
the Budapest School around Agnes Heller and György Marcus. They 
had a special interest in anthropology via Lukacs’s development. So I 
could Jocate myself in a new and interesting way. I could see that there 
were certain bridges to developments in unorthodox Marxism, and on 
the other hand, to developments around Habermas in Frankfurt. 
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This was a strange point in my intellectual development. I started to 
come closer to philosophical anthropology at the precise moment at 
which Habermas became convinced that he had to give it up, for 
methodological reasons — because the propositions of an anthropology 
are too strong. They can’t be falsified. He switched to the theory of 
language which was to replace philosophical anthropology in his 
approach. My own development was in opposition to that. | thought 
of philosophical anthropology as a very fruitful and helpful tradition. 
It’s a very German tradition. Much tater I saw that, in Charles Taylor, 
for example, there was a similar development. But at that time I took 
it as a German tradition which had something to do with the early 
Marx. So my approach was in total opposition to the Althusserians, 
and to what was happening at that time in the hegemony of intellectual 
thinkers in Berlin. 

RP In turning to the empirical, in a sense Habermas was more in line 
with the Althusserians: rejecting philosophical anthropology in the name 
of positive science — not the same positive science, but nonetheless ... 

Honneth Yes, one could say so. I wouldn't formulate it in that way, bur I 
can see that one could say that. The orientation towards social! theory, 
concentrating on the inner logics and mechanisms of development, one 
could understand it as a development in the same direction that the 
Althusserians took in concentrating on the late Marx and the inner logic 
of Capital, But I was strongly opposed to this development. At the same 
time, what was going on politically isolated me from any political move- 
ment. The youth organization of the SPD became a more and more 
unfruitful form of orthodoxy — what was called Stamocap theory (State 
Monopoly Capitalism) — believing in the essentially capitalist character 
of the state. On the other side of the student movement there was a lot 
of debate about the importance and the moral legitimacy of terrorism. 
The colleagues I had were either orthodoxly oriented toward Leninism 
or, if they were unorthodox, they were oriented towards what I would 
call an orthodox Adornism, Adorno played a very decisive role at the 
Free University. But because I had separated from Adorno, via Habermas, 
I also felt isolated from this kind of thinking: something like a totalizing 
critique of capitalism, as we know it from Adorno. This approach was 
used in every field of research, not only in the philosophical debates, but 
also in the different branches of sociology in which I was working at that 
time. I had split my work into a philosophical part and a sociological 
part, doing studies on the experiences of workers’ children. I had 
dedicated a lot of my own work to the socialization processes of working- 
class youth. This was a very helpful empirical period of my own research 
and development, but again I felt quite isolated in this area. I was living 
in different worlds in Berlin. The only shared orientation I had was 
towards philosophical anthropology. 
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Critique of Power 


RP Perhaps we could move on to talk about some of the positions you 
adopt in your book The Critique of Power. The thing that strikes 
the British reader immediately is the way you place Foucault in the 
Frankfurt tradition. Habermas and Foucault are usually constructed in 
a binary, antagonistic way, whereas your book assumes from the very 
beginning that Foucault is part of the Frankfurt tradition. Why is this? 

Honneth It has to do with my experiences in Berlin. Foucault was read 
by people who were formerly interested in Adorno. He was taken as 
a kind of extension of what Adorno did. The interest in poststruc- 
turalism came from people who were oriented towards Adorno. They 
switched from Adorno to Foucault. That was the intellectual situation 
in which I started to think of a book which would be a critique of the 
present situation of Critical Theory, taking Foucault as a part of it. I 
wanted to distance myself from approaches like those of Adorno and 
Foucault, in order to show that neither has the means or the poten- 
tialiry to build a social theory which could compete with the complexity 
of theories like Parsons’s and the tradition of Durkheim. That was my 
interest at that time. It was strongly located in a field of social theory, 
not so much in philosophy. I wanted to find a way to develop the 
necessary means to construct a social theary. So I started to give lectures 
on Adorno, on Foucault, and on Habermas. 

RP Could you say something about your understanding of the category 
of the socia] here? The book hinges around quite a strong claim that 
there is no such category as the social in Adorno and Foucault. Now, 
of course, in one sense that’s quite explicit in Adorno in the essay called 
‘Society’, but in other ways it’s not so clear. Could you say something 
about this missing category? At what level is it constructed? Is it a 
transcendental category, or what? 

Honneth It had to do with the influence of philosophical anthropology 
combined with my growing interest in the French tradition of socio- 
logical investigation ~ Durkheim, but also J.évi-Strauss. I also started 
to read Bourdieu at that time. [ took all these approaches to be inves- 
tigations into the inner structure of the social ~ what Durkheim had in 
mind when he spoke of the collective consciousness, that binding force 
which is the only power to integrate a society. One could say that | 
meant what David Lockwood described as social integration as opposed 
to system integration. 

RP And this would be a more differentiated, and more empirically open 
way of doing what the Marxist category of ideology does, or something 
like that, would it? 

Honneth Yes, but without the immediately negative undertone which the 
notion of ideology has. Today, I would say it was a very Durkheimian 
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step to concentrate on the social as those mechanisms of social inte- 
gration which have to do with a certain amount of social consent in a 
society. I always had the feeling that neither Adorno nor Foucault had 
the right means to describe these mechanisms. 

RP Some people would put Foucault in the Durkheimian tradition of 
French social theory ... 

Honneth Yes, but that’s a question of how to interpret Durkheim. [f you 
take Durkheim as someone who was only describing mechanisms of 
ideological integration, like Althusser, maybe. If you take Durkheim 
from this side, it is easy to show that Foucault is in the tradition of 
Durkheim. But I took Durkheim much more from the concept of socia! 
consent: we don’t have the methodological possibility of separating a 
priori an ideological consent from a true consent. On the other hand, 
I saw some big advantages in Foucault's approach over Adorno’s. I had 
a very bad feeling about what Adorno had produced in the intellectual 
atmosphere of the German Left. It was my conviction that his critique 
of the sociological tradition had cut us off from a fruitful body of work, 
especially in my Institute. There is a biographical background to this 
feeling. I had the impression that my colleagues were not really able to 
read Durkheim or Parsons or Bourdieu, because they had internalized 
Adorno’s critique of ideology. It put them in the position of not taking 
this approach seriously enough. 

RP This leads us to the question of how you conceive your book in rela- 
tion to what might be called the Frankfurt tradition. Would you now 
say that Habermas is in that tradition? And are you? At the Walter 
Benjamin conference in London last summer you were introduced as a 
member of the third generation of the Frankfurt School, but you imme- 
diately denied it by saying that there is no third generation. Is this really 
so? Alternatively, is there even a second generation? 

Honneth On the question of the second generation, I always answer posi- 
tively. I once wrote an article on the linguistic turn in Critical Theory, 
quite simifar to the article by Wellmer (we both wrote articles separately 
on the same topic) showing that al! the decisive elements of Critical 
Theory could be saved on a methodologically higher level by Habermas’s 
linguistic turn. That means that the decisive element of Critical Theory, 
the broad tradition of, let's say, the unorthodox Western Marxist critique 
of capitalism, is retained. 

RP That’s much broader than Frankfurt Critical Theory ... 

Honneth Yes, that’s broader. I would prefer a broader notion of Critical 
Theory. One that doesn’t reduce it to Adorno and Horkheimer, but 
includes the young Lukács and Korsch. Habermas is still interested 
in a critique of capitalism as a reified form of social life. That interest 
is shared with the tradition, but he uses totally different method- 
ological means. From the beginning, I thought this to be a better 
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formulation of Critical Theory than the orthodox one I came to know 
in Berlin. 

‘The problem with the idea of a third generation is that I can’t see anyone 
who will reformulate Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s critique of capitalism 
in the horizon of the early Critica! Theory. There is a lot of interest again 
now in Adorno in Germany. But all I see is an increasing interest in 
aesthetics, and in the critique of identity — an interest in the methodology 
of philosophy. I don’t see a new way of bringing back the critique of 
capitalism in my generation. Therefore ! wouldn’t say there is a third 
generation. 

RP But this is to define the third generation in terms of the first, rather 
than as a development out of the second. 

Honneth Yes. This is the other part of my answer. It’s difficult to say 
whether those who are trying to develop an immanent critique of 
Habermas, bringing some motives of the early tradition back into 
Habermas, should be thought of as a third generation. The person who 
is doing that on the highest level is Albrecht Wellmer, who has a certain 
relation to Adorno, and tries to reformulate certain ideas of Adorno in 
the framework of Habermas. It’s an open question. It really would be 
a third generation if we were able to reformulate some of the stronger 
notions of the critique of capitalism which Adorno and Horkheimer 
had, in a totally new framework, using a lot of Habermas but making 
the critique of capitalism much stronger. Then one could speak of a 
third gencration. 


Moral Struggle and Recognition 


RP In the linguistic reformulation of earlier motifs in the critique of capi- 
talism, like reification, in the move away from political economy, there 
is a much closer relationship to classical liberal thought, in a Kantian 
mode. Now, one of the things that seems to be distinctive about your 
own work is an emphasis on the conflictual aspect of communicative 
action. This picks up some of the non-liberal motifs in Critical Theory, 
because of the notion of struggle. But it is formulated as moral struggle. 
Could you say something about this category of moral] struggle, specif- 
ically in relation to whether the term ‘moral’ here has primarily Kantian 
or Hegelian implications? 

Honneth To answer the last part of your question first, | would say that 
it plays in between them. We can see this in all the productive 
approaches of Critical Theory: it’s always an ongoing tension between 
Kant and IHegel. I would say that the most productive clement ~ one 
of the most productive elements of the Critical Theory tradition — is to 
be unable to decide which side you are on here. ‘Ihe notion of moral 
struggle became more and more important to me in order to criticize 
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the more liberal elements in Habermas. That’s one of the backgrounds 
for it. The theoretical background is an interest in a more Durkheimian 
reading of Foucault; a reading in which the notion of struggle, which 
is very decisive for Foucault, is given another interpretation: struggle is 
morally motivated in a very broad way, not only by questions of injus- 
tice, bur by all forms of disrespect, indignation, and so on. So I think 
the background for my notion of moral struggle is more Hegel than 
Kant: they are not only struggles for a just lega! order, they are struggles 
for the recognition of the special value of your own life form. Charles 
Taylor is going in a quite similar direction. He has just published a 
book on multiculturalism, which has as a subtitle ‘The politics of recog- 
nition’. He is making the same step of describing struggles with the 
help of the notion of recognition. This is a distancing from Habermas, 
to see in struggle, I would say like Marx, the teal productive force in 
socicty. 

RP In your latest book, Struggle For Recognition, you go back once again 
to the origins of the paradigm shift to an intersubjectivistic theory of 
recognition — namely, to the young Hegel — in order to question ancw 
the scope and direction of the theory of communicative rationality, and 
its normative implications. Could you say a little bit about the moti- 
vation for this attempt to actualize the insights of the young Hegel 
anew? In what respect does your attempt to reconstruct a forma! theory 
of the good life differ from Habermas’s attempt to offer normative 
foundations for Critical Theory by means of the concept of commu- 
nicative rationality? 

Honneth The young Hegel is a motivating power for so many people. 
Everyone who has an interest in a critique of the modern world ~ the 
capitalist world - at a certain moment returns to the young Ilegel. I 
really can’t describe why that is. Perhaps it is because rhis young Hegel 
is very open and very direct, and not so controlled (like the later Hegel} 
by his own system. The young Hegel is one of the richest thinkers of 
the last two hundred years. There are romantic motives in him, there 
are certain influences of Kant in him. Everything is working towards 
him at a cettain tangent. More specific was my conviction, which was 
influenced by certain studies in Germany, that in the young Hegel we 
can find a much broader notion of recognition than we can find in the 
later Hegel, who was used by Habermas. In the young Hegel we can 
sec a threefold conception of recognition: fove, something like a relation 
of rights, legal relations, and a third dimension which I would call 
solidarity, a word Ilegel never used. He wrote Sittlichkeit, ethical life, 
a kind of community of shared values. 

In relation to Habermas, this means two things. First, it means that 
we can ground Critical Theory not in a linguistic theory, but in some 
form of philosophical anthropology. Pm not sure whether that’s the 
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right word or category, but it is a much broader conception of human 
life than is allowed by linguistic theory. This allows me to bring in 
disciplines or motives which Habermas is forced to exclude more and 
more — like psychoanalysis, concentrating on prelinguistic experience, 
and so forth. So that’s the first step, the first difference. The other differ- 
ence is with reference to the normative foundation of Critical Theory. 
More and more I have the impression that if you have a broader notion 
of recognition you also have a broader concept of the normative back- 
ground of Critical Theory. That’s what Í call a formal concept of the 
good. This is working together with certain trends in American philos- 
ophy, like Martha Nausbaum, and also some approaches in Germany. 
In normative questions you don’t reduce yourself to the moral stand- 
point of a just society, but to the formal standpoint of identifying aspects 
of a good society. My impression is that the concept of recognition 
allows one to formulate some quite abstract conditions for every form 
of a good human life. That gives me the hope of reconstructing some 
of the deep insights of the early Frankfurt School. But in this respect 
I’m still very unclear, and I have to work on that. The situation is as 
follows. The early Frankfurt School never had anything like a normative 
theory. There were, without question, some normative insights, some 
normative criteria, which they used to criticize capitalist society. But 
they never tried to work this normative background out in reference to 
what was going on in ethical theory, or in moral theory, at that time. 
You can find Horkheimer’s article on morality, but there is no explicit 
contribution to the question of the normative background of Critical 
Theory there. 

RP One thing that is striking about your recent article on the young 
Hege!* is that in constructing an opposition between a Hobbesian/ 
Machiavellian tradition of self-preservation and the Hegelian concept 
of recognition you connect up with the early Horkheimer’s book on 
the bourgeois philosophy of history, which is very much concerned with 
this tradition of self-preservation. (Think also of the centrality of the 
concept to Dialectic of Enlightenment.} So in a sense you are tracing 
the problem of a lack of normative foundations right back to there. 

Honneth It was always my conviction that it would be easier to go back 
to the early Horkheimer than to the middle period Adorno. 

RP Habermas himself begins by trying to go back to the early Horkheimer, 
There seems to be a whole series of overlapping returns here... 

Honneth Going back to early Hegel, going back to early Horkheimer, 
yes. 

RP Going back to early Habermas! 

Honneth Yes. Maybe there is a systematic background for this: the early 
stage of a thinker is the methodologically more naive one, but the theo- 
retically more productive one; the early stage of a thinker is the richest 
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one in the sense that the most normative and creative ideas are formu- 
lated in a direct way in the first period. After that, there are certain 
tendencies to the systematic reduction of these early insights. I hope 
that it is possible via the reconstruction of the formal theory of the 
good, to make clear the normative background of the early Frankfurt 
School, which could then be redescribed in terms of normative criteria 
about the conditions of a good life for human beings. I would guess 
that, for example, in Minima Moralia you can find a negativistic form 
of such a theory. Adorno would like to show, via a negativistic method, 
what forms of human life exist, from which we can all see that they 
do not belong to a good form of human life; and then via this nega- 
tivistic route to show indirectly some preconditions of a good human 
life. If that is possible, it would mean that 1 would have a broader, but 
methodologically more disputable foundation for a critical theory; not 
so universalizable as the normative criteria Habermas is looking for, by 
reducing all normative criteria to the question of a just society, That 
is a difference, a difference from the liberal tradition, To go back to 
philosophical anthropology instead of linguistic theory means to have 
a broader approach to certain transcendental features of human beings. 
The only anthropological propositions Habermas would maintain nowa- 
days are those describing mechanisms of understanding in human beings 
via language. Going back to philosophical anthropology is a necessary 
step if you want to have a stronger foundation, a broader foundation, 
for the normative critique of our present society. 

RP But isn’t there a problem here? Any philosophical anthropology will 
already have normative assumptions about the most appropriate form 
of human existence built into its basic theoretical orientation. You 
would seem co be involved in a circle. Can philosophical anthropology 
ever be foundational in the way in which Habermas wants universal 
pragmatics to be? 

Honneth This is a very difficult question. I chink that philosophical 
anthropology has to be understood in the same falsifiable way as 
universal pragmatics. This means that it follows exactly the same 
methodological rules: in order to find out whether there are any 
universal constraints on the process of human individuation, we have 
to collect as much empirical data as possible. My hope is that there is 
sufficient convergence between psychoanalysis, theories of moral devel- 
opment and sociological studies on personal concepts of injustice to 
show that the process of human individuation presupposes certain 
demands for recognition. Ir is clear that this anchropological hypoth- 
esis is not separable from the normative assumptions we have about 
the most appropriate forms of human existence. But as long as this 
hypothesis is not falsified empirically, this seems to me a legitimate 
presupposition. 
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RP In Struggle For Recognition you use the psychoanalytic theories of 
Donald Winnicott - who is still relatively unknown in Germany - to 
provide an account of the intersubjective foundation of persona! identity 
in childhood experience (Hegel’s dimension of love}. Why did you find 
the work of Winnicott in particular useful for these purposes? 

Honneth In the first place, Winnicott is one of the leading figures in 
object-relations theory. In my view, this is a much more convincing and 
promising approach than orthodox psychoanalysis because it under- 
stands the psychic development of the individual as something which 
is internally dependent on emotional relations with other people. What 
is most interesting about Winnicott’s approach, however, is the way in 
which, almost like Hegel, he sees the intersubjective process of indi- 
viduation as a struggle for recognition: namely, as a struggle between 
two people on the edge between fusion and demarcation. Jessica 
Benjamin was the first person to make this implicit relation to Hegel 
clear to me, in her analysis of female masochism in her book The Bonds 
of Love. 

RP The project of a critical social theory has been radically challenged 
in recent years, both by the lack of utopian energy within society and 
at an intellectual level. What role do you think critical social theory 
has to play within modern society? Can we still conceive of an utopian 
drive for radical democratization and a substantial redemption of the 
claims to a good life, or is Critical Theory confined to a level of critique 
which first and foremost concerns the distribution of goods and rights 
within the modern welfare state, as it would seem to be for Habermas? 

Honneth There is a certain tendency to reduce the potentialities of 
Habermasian theory in respect of his own political and normative 
insights. If you take his new book, Faktizitat und Geltung, which just 
came out in Germany, and which has started to be discussed there now 
in the academic world, you can see that in respect to his book on 
communicative action he is not taking a step in the direction of accom- 
modation, but in the direction of radicalization. He’s taking back some 
of his claims about the inviolability of systems. Nowadays, in this book, 
he sees a certain chance for the democratization of what he previously 
called the political system, which was taken as a given. That was Tom 
McCarthy’s criticism: in using systems theory for describing the political- 
administrative system Habermas was reducing himself to the conviction 
that no further democratization of the political world is possible. In 
this new book he is much more radical in this respect, because he is 
again thinking of ways of democratizing the administrative system. On 
the other hand, it’s clear that you could say that immanent critiques 
of capitalist societies, hinting at a certain increase of democracy, without 
taking into view the possibilities of other forms of economy, or the 
working life, are too narrow. Jn this respect I am in a difficult position, 
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because I can see the empirical justification for that. We are in a position 
in which we can’t see a clear alternative to certain mechanisms of the 
capitalist economy. All over the world there is a certain apathy of 
Marxists and Leftists with respect to these economic questions. 

On the other hand, Fm not sure whether we should put the question 
of the reconstruction of the economic system at the centre of our 
concerns today. Maybe it is more productive to ask what the precon- 
ditions are for a good life in our present situation, and then to ask 
how to reorganize society in order to fulfil this. I would strengthen 
some criticisms of the capitalist organization of everyday life, and then 
ask myself, in a second step, what are the societal means to fulfil these 
normative conditions we think of when we criticize the capitalist orga- 
nization of everyday life in our time. I don’t know whether we should 
call that utopia. There are certain utopian elements in it, but that is 
not what is decisive. If you think of the young Lukács, or the young 
Adorno, they are nor utopian thinkers. They had a very strong idea 
about what reification is, and to describe something as reification we 
need some standards or criteria in mind about what a non-reified human 
life is. But maybe that’s enough today. Maybe that’s an utopian back- 
ground which you don’t have to spell out. 


Politics in Germany 


RP Perhaps we could move on to some more immediately political issues. 
Could you give us some indication of the way in which the German 
Left is responding to current events in Europe, particularly concerning 
nationalism, in relation to German reunification, on the one hand, and 
European integration on the other? What’s most striking from the stand- 
point of the Left in Britain is what looks like a peculiar resonance 
between certain views of the German Left and views on the Right of 
the Conservative Party in Britain. What they seem to share is an incred- 
ible distrust of Germany as a reunified nation in Europe. From the 
standpoint of the British Left that looks like a very British chauvinism. 
Yet in some respects it's held even more extremely by people like 
Giinther Grass in Germany. So a certain German Left position looks 
very much like a certain British Right position. 

Honneth I’m not sure that’s the right description. I have to say, there is 
a certain lack of interest in questions of European unity on the Left in 
Germany. Everyone is concentrating on the question of German unifi- 
cation and on the social results of this unification, in terms of the 
economic situation — in which there is now a strong discrepancy between 
East and West in Germany - the new right-wing movements, and racism 
in Germany. The Left and the Right are both concentrating on Germany 
even though the Left wants to be non-nationalistic. I would say that 
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the big mistake in this situation is this over-concentration on Germany, 
on both sides — the negativist nationalists and the positive nationalists. 
I see this tendency even in Habermas: overstressing nationality in a 
negativist way, struggling all the time against German nationalism, 
instead of thinking of a productive route to European unification. 
Leftists are in a familiar position because, on the one hand, we see that 
without any doubt European unification is the best way, as a next step 
in the political development of Europe; on the other hand, we see all 
the mistakes of the Maastricht treaty: the centralization of Europe in 
a single financial system, the over-concentration of all political and 
economic power in one system, That ts the main problem of the 
Maastricht treaty. The task of the future should be to think of new 
forms of federalism: new intelligent constructions of complex systems 
of local democracies, hanging together in a federalist way, so that we 
can speak of a unified Europe. That hasn’t even started in Germany. 
Interestingly enough, the liberal thinkers are the only ones who are 
concentrating on this question. I can’t see any interesting leftist approach 
to it. Even people like Dahrendorf are thinking of these questions in 
Germany, but not the Leftists. 

RP There is a piece by Adorno from 1959 in which, reflecting on the 
question of ‘working through the past’, he writes: ‘I consider the 
continued existence of National Socialism within democracy potentially 
much more threatening than the continued existence of fascist tendencies 
against democracy.’ This defines a very specific Frankfurttan position. 
How do you view that distinction, given the current situation? Does it 
still make sensc, this way of thinking about capitalist democracy and 
fascism such that in some sense fascism isn’t ‘outside’ the system? Or 
is this a completely anachronistic way of thinking? 

Honneth It belongs to the tradition of the political theory of the Frankfurt 
Schoo! concerning which I have many doubts, for liberal reasons. I sec 
a strong difference between a Rechtsstaat and a totalitarian state. In 
this respect, there is a certain relevance to [Hannah Arendt’s separation 
between democracy and totalitarianism. Adorno and Horkheimer 
always wanted to undermine this differentiation, but I would say thar 
all the experiences we have speak for Arendt instead of Adorno and 
Horkheimer. 

RP In a recent speech Manfred Frank went so far as to draw an analogy 
between the bowing to popular xenophobic sentiment on the part of 
the German political establishment and Goebbels’s populism. Was 
Frank’s analogy therefore misplaced? You don’t think there is a danger 
within the political treatment of recent events which might reflect a new 
kind of cynicism in Germany’s cultural consciousness of its past? 

Honneth I would be much more cautious than Frank, because what | 
hate at the present moment in Germany is this kind of instinctual 


104 Axel Honneth 


reaction you have to use traditional words like ‘fascism’. We are still 
living in this schema of being either fascist or a good Leftist. So I have 
many doubts about Frank’s analogy. The question of whether chere’s 
a new cynicism with respect to the past is one on which I’m quite opti- 
mistic regarding the cultural state of Germany. Maybe Pm wrong. 
Maybe I’m much too optimistic, but I think that even the conservatives, 
most of them, are quite aware of Germany’s broken past. Even Kohl 
is aware of the moral debt we have. The difficulry that the conservatives 
have in debating the question whether German troops should join the 
UN troops shows how aware they are of this past. The only danger I 
sec for a new cynicism is when the clement which one finds in the 
young generation of skinheads has an influence on other generations 
and other groups. Then we have the cynical perspective on German 
history. That could be a danger. You can sce it in certain clements of 
German cultural life. It is an intellectual reaction going back to the 
1930s. In this respect, I am quite worried sometimes that there could 
be a new conservative Right. Interestingly enough, it is not in the conser- 
vative party as such. But thar kind of cultural elitism does keep coming 
back. 

RP Do you regard the current situation in Germany — social disturbances, 
riots, strong reactionary sentiments, etc. — as simply a side effect of the 
reunification process, likely to disappear according to the logic of a 
democratic learning process? Or are they perhaps due to more substan- 
tial insufficiencies within the contemporary political and socictal 
formation, which make it hard to conceive of a frictionless development 
of German society? 

Houneth I would like to say two things. The first is I don’t think chat 
the events in Germany are correctly explained using the Left—Right 
schemata to describe them. What's going on in these teenage riots, for 
example, is very hard to describe with the notions we are still using in 
the German debate of ‘fascism’ versus ‘Leftism’. In Germany we are 
much too quick in using fascism as the key word for describing what’s 
going on, It has a lot to do with the situation of jobless youth, a gener- 
ation which has no other cultural means to find an identity than using 
certain symbolic elements of the German past, which they know can 
produce certain provocations. Thar has to do with the cycles of cultural 
demarcation in the last thirty years. There was a whole generation using 
leftist symbols, even though we can sec now that not all of them were 
morally convinced Leftists — they were simply using the symbols. Now 
the members of the youth generation are in a situation in which their 
opposition to what’s going on in Germany can only be made by using 
some protest materials in this way. It sounds as if I’m making the situ- 
ation look much nicer than it is, but one has to respect that there is a 
cultural element there. On the other hand, it has to be said that there 
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is also a big revival of small radically right-wing groups, even fascist 
parties, trying to exert an influence on the skinhead scene. The danger 
is without doubt this convergence between the symbolic and cultural 
forms of the young skinheads and the ideological content of the right- 
wing parties. It could happen that the fascist explanations make a more 
consistent, biographically more convincing, sense of the cultural symbols 
that the younger people are using. 

RP There does seem to be something specific about the West German 
state here, concerning immigration laws, for example, and the way that 
immigrant communities have been formally dealt with by the state in 
terms of their political rights. The move towards European unity is 
likely to make the German model the standard European model. Do 
you have any views about the political rights of Gastarbeiter? 

Honneth Germany is in a special position because we were never under 
the real pressure of an immigrant country. Now we are coming 
under this pressure, and we simply have to learn from the big immigrant 
countries. That means learning in a political respect and in a cultural 
respect. That’s a learning process that has to be undertaken not only 
by the younger generation of skinheads, but by every other generation 
now living in Germany as well. Ir sounds very easy when the Left is 
saying we have to become a multicultural country, but Pm not sure 
whether we are all prepared for that. There is a lack of the cultural 
democratization which other countries simply had to learn. Something 
like the introduction of a right to dual nationality would be a very 
helpful legislative means to force us into such a learning process. 

RP Js this why there is this distorting concentration on the concept of 
nationalism? Does it mark a resistance to these issues? 

Honneth Yes, on both sides: on the positive and the negative side of 
nationalism. Taking the rights of cultural traditions seriously, the rights 
of groups coming into Germany, and taking them as a normal part of 
our life, would destroy both sides of nationalism. 

RP So you would agree with Habermas's idea of post-traditional identi- 
ties? 

Honneth Yes, but it has to be filled out. And Pm not sure whether I 
would agree with Habermas there, because I don't know whether this 
post-traditional identity really has to be a post-national identity. It may 
be a more open nationalism. 

RP How does this relate to the retributive side of German unification? 
By which I refer not only to such matters as the trial of the East German 
intelligence chief, Markus Wolf, but in particular to the treatment of 
intellectuals from the old East Germany, the vast majority of whom 
have fost their academic jobs, and presumably have little hope of 
acquiring new ones. As a member of the German Left, how do you 
view this process? 
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Honneth With very mixed feelings. On the one hand, there is the feeling 
that there should be sanctions {if not legislative, then moral) against all 
those who helped the totalitarian system to reproduce itself ideologi- 
cally, On the other hand, 1 have strong doubts as to whether we, the 
West Germans, are the right ones to judge these intellectuals. We do 
not have enough knowledge about the everyday routines of this system, 
we are not in the hermeneutic position to understand the hopes, the 
ambivalences and the fears these intellectuals had at the time. There is 
still this tragic feeling that something is wrong when someone who 
spent years in a fascist prison is now the victim of a trial organized by 
the West German judiciary. I can’t avoid seeing in all this a colonization 
process which has given birth to a system of unequal exchange of moral 
power. In my view, what would have been best was a very open, public 
moral debate in the former GDR - a chance we have gambled away. 


Interviewed by Peter Osborne and Stale Finke 
Essex University, February 1993 


Notes 


1 A translation of this piece, ‘History and Interaction: On the Structuralist 
Interpretation of Historical Materialism’, appears in Gregory Elliott (ed.), 
Althusser: A Critical Reader, Blackwell, Oxford, 1994. 

2 Axel Honneth, ‘Moral Development and Social Struggle: Hegel’s Early Socio- 
Philosophical Doctrines’, in Honneth et al., Cultural-Philosophical Interventions 
in the Unfinished Project of Enlightenment, MIT Press, Cambridge MA, 1992. 
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Gender as Performance 
Judith Butler 


Judith Butler teaches in the Rhetoric Department at the University 
of California, Berkeley. Her first book, Subjects of Desire: Hegelian 
Reflections in Twentieth-Century France (1987) traced the dialectic 
of pro- and anti-Hegetian currents in French theory across the writ- 
ings of a wide range of thinkers. She is best known, however, for 
her second book Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of 
Identity (1990), which has proved as influential as it is controversial 
in its analysis of ‘sex’, ‘gender’ and ‘sexuality’ as forms of enforced 
cultural performance. In particular, it has been read by many as 
standing at the forefront of the new ‘queer theory’ ~ a tendency 
within gay and lesbian studies which foregrounds same-sex desire 
without specifying the sex of the partners, in the hope of escaping 
the theoretical constraints of gender difference. 

Gender Trouble calls into question the need for a stable ‘female’ 
identity for feminist practice, and explores the radical potential of 
a critique of categories of identity, It argues that gender identities 
acquire what stability and coherence they have in the context of 
the ‘heterosexual matrix’, In this discursive chaining of gender to 
sexuality, it is suggested, subversive possibilities arise for making 
‘gender trouble’. In her recent book, Bodies That Matter: The 
Discursive Limits of ‘Sex’ (1993), Butler addresses some of the 
misconceptions which have accompanied both the popularity and 
the notoriety of Gender Trouble. Concentrating this time on what 
is meant by the materiality of the body, she looks at the forcible 
production of ‘sex’, at heterosexual presumptions, and haw they 
can contribute to their own subversion, 


RP Wed like to begin by asking you where you place your work within 
the increasingly diverse field of gender studies. Most people associate 
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your recent writings with what has become known as ‘queer theory’. 
But the emergence of gay and lesbian studies as a discrete disciplinary 
phenomenon has problematized the relationship of some of this work 
to feminism. Do you see yourself primarily as a feminist or as a queer 
theorist, or do you refuse the choice? 

Butler £ would say that I’m a feminist theorist before Pim a queer theorist 
or a gay and lesbian theorist. My commitments to feminism are probably 
my primary commitments. Gender Trouble was a critique of compulsory 
heterosexuality within feminism, and it was feminists that were my 
intended audience. At the time I wrote the text there was no gay and 
lesbian studies, as l understood it. When the book came our, the Second 
Annual Conference of Lesbian and Gay Studies was taking place in the 
USA, and it got taken up in a way that I could never have anticipated. 
I remember sitting next to someone at a dinner party, and he said that 
he was working on queer theory. And I said: What’s queer theory? He 
looked at me like I was crazy, because he evidently thought that I was 
a part of this thing called queer theory. Bur all | knew was that Teresa 
de [.auretis had published an issue of the journal Differences called 
‘Queer Theory’. I thought it was something she had pur together. It 
certainly never occurred to me that I was a part of queer theory. 

I have some problems here, because 1 think there’s some anti-feminism 
in queer theory. Also, insofar as some people in queer theory want to 
claim that the analysis of sexuality can be radically separated from the 
analysis of gender, I’m very much opposed to them. The new Gay and 
Lesbian Reader that Routledge have just published begins with a set of 
articles that make thar claim. I chink that separation is a big mistake. 
Catharine MacKinnon’s work set up such a reductive causal relationship 
between sexuality and gender that she came to stand for an extreme 
version of feminism that had to be combated. But it seems to me that 
to combat it through a queer theory that dissociates itself from feminism 
altogether is a massive mistake. 

RP Could you say something more about the sex-gender distinction? Do 
you reject it or do you just reject a particular interpretation of it? Your 
position on this seems to have shifted recently. 

Butler One of the interpretations that has been made of Gender Trouble 
is that thece is no sex, there is only gender, and gender is performative. 
People then go on to think that if gender is performative it must be 
radically free. And it has seemed to many that the materiality of the 
body is vacated or ignored or negated here ~ disavowed, even. (There’s 
a symptomatic reading of this as somatophobia. It’s interesting to have 
one’s text pathologized.) So what became important to me in writing 
Bodies that Matter was to go back to the category of sex, and to the 
problem of materiality, and to ask how it is that sex itself might be 
construed as a norm. Now, I take it that’s a presupposition of Lacanian 
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psychoanalysis — that sex is a norm. But I didn’t want to remain 
restricted within the Lacanian purview. | wanted to work out how a 
norm actually materializes a body, how we might understand the mate- 
riality of the body to be not only invested with a norm, but in some 
sense animated by a norm, or contoured by a norm. So I have shifted. 
I think that I overrode the category of sex too quickly in Gender 
Trouble, I try to reconsider it in Bodies That Matter, and to empha- 
size the place of constraint in the very production of sex. 

RP A lot of people liked Gender Trouble because they liked the idea of 
gender as a kind of improvisational theatre, a space where different 
identities can be more or less freely adopted and explored ar will. They 
wanted to get on with the work of enacting gender, in order to under- 
mine its dominant forms. However, at the beginning of Bodies That 
Matter you say that, of course, one doesn’t just voluntaristically 
construct or deconstruct identities. It’s unclear to us to what extent you 
‘want to hold on to the possibilities opened up in Gender Trouble of 
being able to use transgressive performances such as drag to help 
decentre or destabilize gender categories, and to what extent you have 
become sceptical about this. 

Butler The problem with drag is that I offered it as an example of perfor- 
mativity, but it has been taken up as the (paradigm for performativity. 
One ought always to be wary of one’s examples. What’s interesting is 
that this voluntarist interpretation, this desire for a kind of radical 
theatrical remaking of the body, is obviously out there in the public 
sphere. There’s a desire for a fully phantasmatic transfiguration of the 
body. But no, E don’t think that drag is a paradigm for the subversion 
of gender. { don’t think that if we were all more dragged out gender 
life would become more expansive and less restrictive. There are restric- 
tions in drag. In fact, 1 argued toward the end of the book that drag 
has its own melancholia. 

It is important to understand performativity — which is distinct from 
performance — through the more limited notion of resignification, I’m 
still thinking about subversive repetition, which is a category in Gender 
Trouble, but in the place of something like parody I would now empha- 
size the complex ways in which resignification works in political 
discourse. I suspect there’s going to be a less celebratory, and less 
popular, response to my new book. But I wanted to write against my 
popular image. I set out to make myself less popular, because I felt 
that the popularization of Gender Trouble — even though it was inter- 
esting culturally to sce what it tapped into, to see what was out there, 
longing to be tapped into - ended up being a terrible misrepresentation 
of what I wanted to say! 

RP Perhaps we could help to sct that right here, by asking you what you 
mean by ‘performativity’ — by describing gender as performance. What's 
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the ontological status of performativity, for example? And how does it 
fit into the Foucauldian discourse about regulatory norms which you 
deploy? Is performativity the generic category of which regulatory norms 
are historically specific instances, or what? Are you offering us a kind 
of pragmatism? 

Butler First, it is important to distinguish performance from performa- 
tivity: the former presumes a subject, but the latter contests the very 
notion of the subject. The place where I try to clarify this is toward 
the beginning of my essay ‘Critically Queer’, in Bodies that Matter. I 
begin with the Foucauldian premise that power works in part through 
discourse and it works in part to produce and destabilize subjects. But 
then, when one starts to think carefully about how discourse might be 
said to produce a subject, it’s clear that one’s already talking about a 
certain figure or trope of production. It is at this point that it’s useful 
to turn to the notion of performativity, and performative speech acts 
in particular ~ understood as those speech acts that bring into being 
that which they name. This is the moment in which discourse becomes 
productive in a fairly specific way. So what I’m trying to do is think 
about performativity as that aspect of discourse that bas the capacity 
to produce what it names. Then I take a further step, through the 
Derridean rewriting of Austin, and suggest that this production actually 
always happens through a certain kind of repetition and recitation. So 
if you want the ontology of this, I guess performativity is the vehicle 
through which ontological effects are established. Performativity is the 
discursive mode by which ontological effects are installed. Something 
like that. 


The Body in Question 


RP And what about the body? You see bodies as forcibly produced 
through particular discourses. Some might say that you haven’t 
adequately addressed the biological constraints on bodies here. Take 
the female body’s capacity for impregnation, for example. Why is it 
that male bodies don’t get produced as child bearing? There are certain 
constraints coming from the body itself which you don’t seem to register. 
Shouldn't you be talking about the constraints on discourse as well as 
‘the discursive limits of “sex”’? 

Butler Yes, but doesn’t everybody else talk about thar? There’s so much 
out there on that. 

RP But if you don’t say anything about it, people will think you don’t 
accept any limits. 

Butler Yes, there will be that exasperated response, but there is a good 
tactical reason to reproduce it. Take your example of impregnation. 
Somebody might well say: isn’t it the case that certain bodies go to the 
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gynaccologist for certain kinds of examination and certain bodies do 
not? And I would obviously affirm that. But the real question here is: 
to what extent does a body get defined by its capacity for pregnancy? 
Why is it pregnancy by which that body gets defined? One might say 
it’s because somebody is of a given sex that they go to the gynaccologist 
to get an examination that establishes the possibility of pregnancy, or 
one might say that going to the gynaecologist is the very production 
of ‘sex’ = but it is still the question of pregnancy that is centring that 
whole institutional practice here. 

Now it seems to me that, although women’s bodies generally speaking 
are understood as capable of impregnation, the fact of the matter is 
thar there are female infants and children who cannot be impregnated, 
there are older women who cannot be impregnated, there are women 
of all ages who cannot be impregnated, and even if they could ideally, 
that is not necessarily the salient feature of their bodies or even of their 
being women. What the question does is try to make the problematic 
of reproduction central to the sexing of the body. But I am not sure 
that is, or ought to be, what is absolutely salient or primary in the 
sexing of the body. If it is, I think it’s the imposition of a norm, not 
a neutral description of biological constraints. 

I do not deny certain kinds of biological differences. But 1 always 
ask undec what conditions, under what discursive and institutional 
conditions, do certain biological differences — and they’re not necessary 
ones, given the anomalous state of bodies in the world - become the 
salient characteristics of sex. In that sense I’m still in sympathy with 
the critique of ‘sex’ as a political category offered by Monique Wittig. 
I still very much believe in the critique of the category of sex and the 
ways in which it’s been constrained by a tacit institution of compulsory 
reproduction. 

It’s a practical problem. If you are in your late twenties or your early 
thirties and you can’t get pregnant for biological reasons, or maybe you 
don’t want to, for social reasons — whatever it is — you are struggling 
with a norm that is regulating your sex. It takes a pretty vigorous (and 
politically informed) community around you to alleviate the possible 
sense of failure, or loss, or impoverishment, or inadequacy - a collective 
struggle to rethink a dominant norm. Why shouldn’t it be that a woman 
who wants to have some part in child-rearing, bur doesn’t want to 
have a part in child-bearing, or who wants to have*nothing to do with 
either, can inhabit her gender without an implicit sense of failure or 
inadequacy? When people ask the question ‘Aren’t these biological 
differences?’, they're not really asking a question about the materiality 
of the body. They’re actually asking whether or not the social institution 
of reproduction is the most salient one for thinking about gender. In 
that sense, there is a discursive enforcement of a norm. 
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The Heterosexual Comedy 


RP This leads us to the question of heterosexuality. 

Butler ! don’t know much about heterosexuality! 

RP Don’t worry, it’s a theoretical question. You have argued that one ching 
the gay/lesbian pair can give to heterosexuals is the knowledge of 
heterosexuality as both compulsory system and inevitable comedy. Could 
you say more about why it’s inevitably a comedy? If we understand 
heterosexuality as repetitive performance, why does the performance 
always fail? What is it that makes it fail, that means it can only ever be 
a copy of itself, a copy of something it can never fully be? 

Butler Maybe there’s a relationship between anxiety and repetition that 
needs to be underscored here. I think one of the reasons that hetero- 
sexuality has to re-elaborate itself, to ritualistically reproduce itself all 
over the place, is that it has to overcome some constitutive sense of its 
own tenuousness. Performance needs to be rethought here as a ritualistic 
reproduction, in terms of what I now call ‘performativity’. 

RP But what creates this tenuousness? 

Butler Why is it tenuous? Well, it’s a fairly funny way of being in the 
world. ] mean, how is it ~ as Freud asked in the Three Essays on the 
Theory of Sexuality ~ that you get this polymorphous, or at least mini- 
mally bisexual, being to craft its sexuality in such a way that it’s focused 
exclusively on a member of the opposite sex, and wants to engage with 
that person in some kind of genital sex? 

RP So you'd give a psychoanalytical answer. We thought you might have a 
more Foucauldian response. Does the above apply to all socia] categories? 

Butler No, it applies to all sexual ‘positions. It’s not just the norm of 
heterosexuality that is tenuous. It’s all sexual norms. I think that every 
sexual position is fundamentally comic. If you say ‘I can only desire 
X’, what you’ve immediately done, in rendering desire exclusive, is 
created a whole set of positions which are unthinkable from the stand- 
point of your identity. Now, I take it that one of the essential aspects 
of comedy emerges when you end up actually occupying a position that 
you have just announced to be unthinkable. That is funny. There’s a 
terrible self-subversion in it. 

When they were debating gays in the military on television in the 
United States a senator got up and laughed, and he said, ‘I must say, 
1 know very little about homosexuality. I think I know less about homo- 
sexuality than about anything else in the world? And it was a big 
announcement of his ignorance of homosexuality. Then he immediately 
launched into a homophobic diatribe which suggested that he thinks 
that homosexuals only have sex in public bathrooms, that they are all 
skinny, that they’re all male, etc., etc. $o what he actually has is a very 
aggressive and fairly obsessive relationship to the homosexuality chat 
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of course he knows nothing about. At that moment you realize that 
this person who claims to have nothing to do with homosexuality is 
in fact utterly preoccupied by it. 

I do not think that these exclusions are indifferent. Some would 
disagree with me on this and say: ‘Look, some people are just indifferent. 
A heterosexual can have an indifferent relationship to homosexuality. 
It doesn’t really matter what other people do. I haven’: thought about 
it much, it neither turns me on nor turns me off. I’m just sexually 
neutral in that regard.’ I don’t believe that.'I think that crafting a sexual 
position, or reciting a sexual position,‘ always involves becoming 
haunted by what’s excluded. And the more rigid the position, the greater 
the ghost, and the more threatening it is in some way.\I don’t know if 
that’s a Foucauldian point. it’s probably a psychoanalytic point, but 
that’s not finally important to me. 

RP Would it apply to homosexuals’ relationship to heterosexuality? 

Butler Yes, absolutely. 

RP Although presumably not in the same way... 

Butler Yes, there’s a different problem here, and it’s a tricky one. When 
the woman in the audience at my talk said, ‘I survived lesbian feminism 
and still desire women’, I thought that was a really great line, because 
one of the problems has been the normative requirement that has emerged 
within some lesbian feminist communities to come up with a radically 
specific lesbian sexuality. (Of course, not all lesbian feminism said this, 
but a strain of it did.) Whatever you were doing in your sexual relations 
with women had to be very much between women. It could have no hint 
of heterosexuality in it. In the early days that included a taboo on 
penetration. More recently, there have been questions about relations of 
domination and submission, about sado-masochism, questions of 
pornography, of exhibitionism, of dildos, and any number of fetishistic 
displays. The question is: are these practices straight, or can they be made 
gay? And if they can be made gay, can they be radically and irreducibly 
gay? Because we don’t want to be seen as somehow borrowing from, or 
copying, or miming heterosexual culture. 

l guess this is my Hegelianism: one is defined as much by what one 
is not as by the position that one explicitly inhabits. There is a constt- 
tutive interrelationship. Lesbians make themselves into a more frail 
political community by insisting on the radical irreducibility of their 
desire. I don’t think any of us have irreducibly distinct desires. One 
might say that there are heterosexual structures that get played out in 
gay and lesbian scenes, but that does not constitute the co-option of 
homosexuality by heterosexuality. If anything it’s the reterritorialization 
of heterosexuality within homosexuality. 

RP It’s interesting that you refer to your Hegelianism here. To what extent 
would you be prepared to characterize your work as ‘dialectical’? Most 
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people who use Foucault and Derrida, for example, in the way you do, 
would want to resist the notion of dialectic. 

Butler I don’t know if I resist the notion of dialectic. I certainly think 
that it has to be supplemented. I would say that in the construction of 
any binary ~ when we take masculine and feminine as a binary, for 
example — what’s interesting is not just how the masculine presupposes 
the feminine, and ‘is’ the feminine in the Hegelian sense, or the feminine 
presupposes and ‘is’ the masculine, but how a field is produced in which 
there are these two mutually exclusive and mutually defining possibil- 
ities, and only these two. There are a set of exclusions that are made 
in the production of any binary, and those exclusions never make their 
way into intelligent discourse. That’s where the notion of the abject 
comes in. I accept the Derridean notion that every dialectical opposition 
is produced through a set of exclusions, and that what is outside the 
dialectic ~ which is not a negation ~ cannot be contained by the dialectic. 
This provides the opportunity for an important critical reflection on the 
limitations of dialectical opposition, 

RP Speaking of binaries, it is interesting, isn’t it, the quite pivotal role 
which discussions of lesbian sexuality have had in feminist approaches 
to sexuality since the 1970s. Amber Hollibaugh said that at one point 
all feminists were trying to have sex the way they thought dykes were 
doing it. Then later on, in response to the puritanism which some 
feminists ended up adopting because of this, it was lesbian discussions 
that introduced a new sexual radicalism. All the way through feminist 
discussion of sexuality, discussions about lesbian sexuality have been 
in the vanguard of how to think about sex. 

Butler Yes, some of the romanticizing of lesbianism is a consequence of 
heterosexual guilt, which is the corollary of the phenomenon that I’m 
talking about. If what is radically lesbian is over here, untainted by 
heterosexuality, then heterosexuality is constructed as a phenomenon 
that can only be staining or hurtful. And when it emerges within 
lesbianism, it is the selling out of lesbianism. And for the straight or 
bisexual woman, this opposition reconsolidates guilt. This has kept us 
from really thinking through the comedy of heterosexuality — the 
compulsory and comic character of heterosexuality ~ because that means 
in some sense to own it. On the other hand, I chink it’s impoverished 
our analyses of lesbianism and bisexuality as well. The other way this 
logic works is to make bisexuality into a sell-out position or a trai- 
torous position, or a duplicitous position. That’s a horribly moralizing 
and unfruitful way to think about ic. 

RP You yourself have made quite a move, haven’t you, from over a decade 
ago, when you contributed ro the book Against Sadomasochism ... 

Butler No, that wasn’t me, that was someone else with my name! 

RP It wasn’t you? 
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Butler Okay, it was me, but I disavow it. I was really young! I was really 
guilt-tripped by feminism. That essay is very ambivalent about the 
notion that sexuality and power are co-extensive, but I didn’t yet know 
how to reflect on that ambivalence in a non-moralizing way. 


Psychoanalysis and the Symbolic 


RP Perhaps we could go back to psychoanalysis at this point. Gender 
Trouble contains a fairly severe critique of the psychoanalytical 
perspective on sexual difference. Yet psychoanalysis has since come to 
play an increasingly central role in your work. How useful do you find 
psychoanalysis for your theorization of gender? 

Butler I probably misled you earlier. I don’t actually accept Freud’s 
postulation of a primary bisexualiry or polymorphousness, although I 
do think that any given sexual arrangement is peculiar, and not 
necessary. The problem I have with Freud’s articulation of bisexuality 
is that it is actually heterosexuality. There’s the feminine part that wants 
a masculine object, and the masculine part that wants a feminine one. 
Swell, we have two heterosexual desires and we’re going to call that 
bisexuality, So I reject that. 

1 also think that polymorphousness is a fantasy: the minute you're 
born into the world you're interpolated in various ways. But this is 
where I would stop — this is where I would depart from both a struc- 
turalist psychoanalysis and a more developmental object-relations one. 
Because at that moment they're going to start saying: ‘You're subject 
to the law of sexual difference from the minute you're born in the 
world.’ And that law becomes unalterable, There are various relation- 
ships to ir that can be taken, but the law itself remains unalterable. Or 
there’s a developmental trajectory, differentiation from the mother, etc., 
which leads to certain kinds of object formations, or formations of 
attachment. This is where F want to take these models apart, because 
I feel that’s the moment at which a certain kind of heterosexual norm 
is re-established, 

I think there’s a really strong heterosexualizing imperative in the 
Lacanian account of the Oedipal phase, the Oedipal scene, one should 
say. And Í also think that in object relations theory lesbianism is almost 
always figured as a certain kind of fusion, which I find extremely prob- 
lematic. On the other hand, there is much in psychoanalytic perspectives 
that is very valuable. It is the best way we have of understanding how 
sexual positions are assumed, It is the best account of the psyche ~ and 
psychic subjection — that we have. I don’t think one can offer an account 
of how sexuality is formed without psychoanalysis. But I also think 
that the psychoanalytic sciences are part of the forming of sexuality, 
and have become more and more part of that forming. I’m with Foucault 
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on that. They don’t simply report on the life of the infant, they’ve 
. become part of the crafting of that life. 

RP We'd like to turn to your critique of the tripartite Lacanian division 
of the imaginary, the symbolic, and the real at this point. One thing 
we found particularly interesting was the way you criticised Lacan’s 
division between the imaginary and the symbolic by arguing that the 
role of the phallus in making that distinction is homologous to the role 
of the bodily image in the mirror phase. So entry into the symbolic is 
actually merely an extension of the imaginary, and what Lacanians 
call the symbolic, and reify into the law of the father, is in fact only 
a hegemonic imaginary. 

Butler Yes. 

RP We have two problems with this. The first is that, as we understand 
Lacan, the imaginary is always-already symbolic, so ‘entry’ into the 
symbolic is simply the point at which the symbolic character of 
the imaginary becomes clear. Secondly, although yout critique dethrones 
the phallus from its position of psychic absolutism in the Lacanian 
symbolic, on the other hand what you call the ‘heterosexual matrix’ 
stands in for it. So although the phallus is no longer king by virtue of 
some kind of psychic law, there’s a Foucauldian, historicist equivalent 
to it, which is equally absolute. It may be socially and historically 
produced, but you treat it as being just as absolute within the present. 

Butler Good question. Two responses. One is that although I would 
accept the notion that every speaking being is born into a symbolic 
order that is always-already-there, I think the Lacanians describe that 
order, and the status of its always-already-thereness, in too static a way. 
The symbolic is repeatedly produced, reproduced, and possibly derailed. 
I agree with Derrida here in his analysis of structure in ‘Structure, Sign ` 
and Play’ in Writing and Difference, A structure only becomes a 
structure by repeating its structurality/ Iterability is the way in which 
a structure gets solidified, but it also implies the possibility of that 
structure’s derailment. So J do think the symbolic is always-already- 
there, burt it’s also always in the process of being made, and remade. 
It can’t continue to exist without the ritualistic productions whereby it 
is continuously reinstalled. And it gets reinstalled through an imaginary 
idealization which is rendered as symbolic, as necessary and as immu- 
table. The symbolic is the rendering immutable of given idealizations. 

RP And where does this come from — the rendering immutable? 

Butler It’s what Lacan gives us as the mirror stage. When we're talk about 
the operation of the imaginary, we’re talking about a misrecognition 
by which an idealized version of oneself is taken to be oneself. 

RP So you believe in the mirror phase? 

Butler Believe in the mirror phase! I think it allegorizes a certain kind of 
idealizing move that continuously misrepresents and idealizes the ego. 
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And I think the phallus is precisely such an idealization. Now, if that’s 
true, and if the mirror stage is part of the imaginary, then the phallus is 
nothing other than an imaginary and impossible idealization of the 
masculine. The symbolic gets reproduced by taking imaginary projections 
and recasting them as law. That’s much more of a Freudian approach 
than a Lacanian one. But I don’t mind that. I’m probably closer to Freud 
than I am to Lacan. There’s more leeway, more complexity, in Freud. 

RP And slightly less authoritarianism? 

Butler Well, ar least he throws up his hands every once in a while and 
says, ‘I have no idea what I’m doing here’! At least he models a certain 
self-questioning. As for your second point — the heterosexual matrix — 
I think you're right about Gender Trouble. The heterosexual matrix 
became a kind of totalizing symbolic, and that’s why 1 changed the 
term in Bodies That Matter to heterosexual hegemony. This opens 
the possibility chat this is a matrix which is open to rearticulation, 
which has a kind of malleability. So I don’t actually use the term hetero- 
sexual matrix in Bodies That Matter. 

RP Presumably, the dependence of coherent genders on a ‘compulsory’ 
heterosexual framing couldn’t be universalized, anthropologically, 
could it? 

Butler Well, you could probably make an argument that gender positions 
within culture are in some ways related to positions within reproductive 
relations. But it would be a bit of a leap to claim that those reproductive 
relations involve compulsory heterosexuality, since there are cultures that 
accommodate reproductive relations without mandating heterosexuality. 

There’s a very specific notion of gender involved in compulsory 
heterosexuality: a certain view of gender coherence whereby what a 
person feels, how a person acts, and how a person expresses herself 
sexually is the articulation and consummation of a gender. It’s a partic- 
ular causality and identity that gets established as gender coherence 
which is linked to compulsory heterosexuality, It’s not any gender, or 
all gender, it’s that specific kind of coherent gender. 

RP Psychoanalytically, this leads us in the direction of the Lacanian ‘real’. 
One way that someone like Zizek would respond to your erosion of 
the fixity of the Lacanian symbolic by the fluidity of imaginary identi- 
fications would be to appeal to the ‘real’ as the ultimate bedrock of a 
compulsory construction of this kind of coherent gender. How would 
you respond to that? 

Butler That’s where I get scared. He wants make it permanent, and we’re 
the permanent outside. It’s as if we've got girls, weve got boys, and 
then we have the permanent outside. No way! Weve got lots of people 
rolling around the streets who are the ‘outside’ to girls and boys who 
Zizek is naming as the impossible real. It’s a hell of a thing to live in 
the world being called the impossible real - being called the traumatic, 
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the unthinkable, the psychotic — being cast outside the social, and getting 
named as the unlivable and the unspeakable. This worries me. What 
he’s doing is consolidating these binaries as absolutely necessary. He’s 
rendering a whole domain of social life that does not fully conform to 
prevalent gender norms as psychotic and unlivable. 

RP You find a moralizing compulsion in Zigek’s Lacanianism? 

Butler The line between psychosis and the social and sexual positionalities 
that have been rendered abject or unthinkable in our society is very 
fuzzy. The structural rigidity of the symbolic in Zizek’s work runs the 
tisk of producing a domain of psychosis that may well be a social 
domain. One of the problems with homosexuality is that it does repre- 
sent psychosis to some people. Many people feel that who they are as 
egos in the world, whatever imaginary centres they have, would be 
radically dissolved were they to engage in homosexual relations. They 
would rather die than engage in homosexual relations. For these people 
homosexuality represents the prospect of the psychotic dissolution of 
the subject. How are we to distinguish that phobic abjection of homo- 
sexuality from what Zizek calls the real — where the real is that which 
stands outside the symbolic pact and which threatens the subject within 
the symbolic pact with psychosis? 


The Lesbian Phallus 


RP Could you say something about what you mean by the ‘lesbian 
phallus’? Presumably, it’s part of your counter-hegemonic struggle 
against the phallus itself ... 

Butler I thought it was kind of funny. People get a little worried about it! 

RP Some people take it literally and say: ‘1 know just what it is, I keep 
three of them in my drawer.’ 

Butler Yes, that’s unfortunate, an unfortunate literalization! I wouldn’t 
exclude it, but it would be a problem for me if the lesbian phallus were 
reduced to the notion of the dildo. That would ruin its speculative force. 

So, what does it signify? Well, in the first place, it’s a contradiction in 
terms for most people who talk about the phallus, to the extent that ‘hav- 
ing’ the phallus and ‘being’ the phallus within the Lacanian framework 
correspond to a masculine position and a feminine position, respectively. 
Ín the lesbian the having and the being are in relation to one another 
{although of course Lacan would say this is not a relation at all}. To claim 
that the lesbian either has or is the phallus is already to disrupt the pre- 
sumptive alignment of masculinity with having and femininity with being, 
and, with that, the relation in which they are conccived. 

However, I wanted to do more crossings than that. 1 wanted to 
suggest that having and being are not mutually exclusive positions, and 
that there are a variety of identificatory possibilities that get animated 
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within homosexuality and heterosexuality and bisexuality, which cannot 
be easily reduced to that particular framework. Of course, there’s also 
a joke in ‘The Lesbian Phallus’ because to have the phallus in Lacan 
is also to control the signifier. It is to write and to name, to authorize 
and to designate. So in some sense Pm wielding the lesbian phallus in 
offering my critique of the Lacanian framework. It’s a certain model 
for lesbian authorship. It’s parody. 

RP Could there also be the female heterosexual phallus? 

Butler Yes, but that’s been around for a while. The female heterosexual 
phallus has been the phallic mother. The way it usually works is that 
when the woman has it she becomes the phallic mother, and she 
becomes absolutely terrifying. 

RP Couldn’r one have it without being the mother? 

Butler That’s the question: why is it that when the woman is said to have 
the phallus she can only be the terrifying engulfing mother? What would 
it mean to separate the heterosexual woman who has the phallus from 
the phallic mother? It’s an important thing to do. 


Transgression and Recuperation: Queer Politics 


RP Perhaps we could move on to the politics of queer theory, and in 
particular to the ideas of subversive repetition and transgressive rein- 
scription, which we touched on earlier when we asked you about drag. 
Alan Sinfield has suggested that the problem with supposedly subversive 
representations of gender is that they're always recuperable. The 
dominant can always find a way of dismissing them and reaffirming 
itself. On the other hand, Jonathan Dollimore has argued that they’re 
not always recuperable, but that any queer reading or subversive 
performance, any challenge co dominant representations of gender, can 
only be sustained as such collectively. It’s only within critical subcultures 
that transgressive reinscriptions are going to make a difference. How 
do you respond to these views on the limits of a queer politics of repre- 
sentation? 

Butler J think that Sinfield is right to say that any attempt at subversion is 
potentially recuperable. There is no way to safeguard against that. You 
can’t plan or calculate subversion. In fact, I would say that subversion is 
precisely an incalculable effect. That’s what makes it subversive. As for the 
question of how a certain challenge becomes legible, and whether a ren- 
dering requires a certain collectivity, that seems right too. But I also think 
that subversive practices have to overwhelm the capacity to read, chal- 
lenge conventions of reading, and demand new possibilities of reading. 

For instance, when Act Up (the lesbian and gay activist group} first 
started performing Dic-ins on the streets of New York, it was extremely 
dramatic. ‘here had been street theatre, a tradition of demonstrations, 
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and the tradition from the civil disobedience side of the civil rights move- 
ment of going limp and making policemen take you away: playing dead. 
Those precedents or conventions were taken up in the Die-in, where 
people ‘die’ all at once. They went down on the street, all at once, and 
white lines were drawn around the bodies, as if they were police lines 
marking the place of the dead. It was a shocking symbolization. It was 
legible insofar as it was drawing on conventions that had been produced 
within previous protest cultures, but it was a renovation, [t was a new 
adumbration of a certain kind of civil disobedience. And it was extremely 
graphic. It made people stop and have to read what was happening. 

There was confusion. People didn’t know at first, why these people 
were playing dead. Were they actually dying, were they actually people 
with AIDS? Maybe they were, maybe they weren’t. Maybe they were 
HIV positive, maybe they weren’t. There were no ready answers to 
those questions. The act posed a set of questions without giving you 
the tools to read off the answers. What | worry about are those acts 
that are more immediately legible. Those are the ones that I think are 
most readily recuperable. But the ones that challenge our practices of 
reading, that make us uncertain about how to read, or make us think 
that we have to renegotiate the way in which we read public signs, 
these seem really important to me. 

The Kiss-ins that Queer Nation did at various shopping malls were 
quite outrageous. There had been Kiss-ins in front of the Supreme Court 
when gay statutes were being discussed. J chink that was the first one, 
actually, the Kiss-in at the Supreme Court building. (1 was invited but 
l didn’t go, because I didn’t want to kiss just anybody!) They worked 
for a while, but they always run the risk of becoming tropes. Once 
they’ve been read, once they’re done too often, they become deadened 
tropes, as it were. They become predictable. And it’s precisely when 
they get predictable, or when you know how to read them in advance, 
or you know what’s coming, that they just doesn’t work any more. 

RP So they’re most subversive when che subculture itself is still struggling 
over them? When one group of lesbians, for example, are trying to 
smash up the screen and rip the film out of the projector, while the 
other ones are saying, ‘Yes, this is a really usefully rethinking of female 
sexuality, look how it undoes the heterosexual reading by placing the 
lesbian couple differently within the scenario’, etc.? 

Butler Right. Some people would say that we need a ground from which 
to act. We need a shared collective ground for collective action. I think 
we need to pursue the moments of degrounding, when were standing 
in two different places at once; or we don’t know exactly where we're 
standing; or when we’ve produced an aesthetic practice that shakes the 
ground. That’s where resistance to recuperation happens. It’s like a 
breaking through to a new set of paradigms. 
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RP What are the relations of this kind of symbolic politics to more tradi- 
tional kinds of political practice? Presumably, its function is in some 
way tied to the role of mass media in the political systems of advanced 
capitalist societies, where representations play a role they don’t neces- 
sarily have elsewhere. 

Butler Yes, | agree. 

RP Yet at the same time, it is a crucial part of this role that the domain 
of representation often remains completely cut off from effective polit- 
ical action. One might argue that the reason a politics of representation 
is so recuperable is precisely because it remains within the domain of 
representation — that it is only an adjunct to the business of trans- 
forming the relationship of society to the stare, establishing new 
institutions, or changing the law. How would you respond to that? 

Butler First of all, I oppose the notion that the media is monolithic. It’s 
neither monolithic, nor does it act only and always to domesticate. 
Sometimes it ends up producing images that it has no control over. This 
kind of unpredictable effect can emerge right out of the centre of a 
conservative media without an awareness that it is happening. There are 
ways of exploiting the dominant media. The politics of aesthetic repre- 
sentation has an extremely important place. But it is not the same as 
struggling to change the law, or developing strong links with political 
officials, or amassing major lobbics, or the kinds of things needed by the 
grassroots movement to overturn anti-sodomy restrictions, for example. 

I used to be part of a guerrilla theatre group called LIPS — it stood 
for nothing, which 1 loved -- and now Pm contemplating joining the 
board of the International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission. 
There’s nothing to keep me from doing one rather than the other. For 
me, it does not have to be a choice. Other people are particularly adept 
working in the health care fields, doing AIDS activism — which includes 
sitting on the boards of major chemical corporations — doing lobbying 
work, phoning, or being on the street. The Foucauldian in me says 
there is no one site from which to struggle effectively. There have to 
be many, and they don’t need to be reconciled with one another. 


Democracy at Large 


RP Do you see the success of these kinds of sexual politics as depending 
on their connection to broader Left-liberal alliances? Or do you view 
them more autonomously, more defensively perhaps, as part of a 
separate sphere which will have to look after itself, since its agenda is 
treated with such suspicion or contempt by the mainstream? 

Butler I don’t think that | could make the gay arena into the fundamental 
one, and then approach questions of racism or feminism, for example, 
within the context of the gay movement. I understand myself as a 


4124 Judith Butler 


progressive anti-Zionist Jew. I think my Jewish background is more 
formative than anything else - which is probably why I can’t write 
about it. My agony and shame over the state of Israe! is enormous, 
and the kind of contributions I make in that domain have very little 
to do with my being queer. They may have something to do with being 
a woman, but they’re more closely related to certain kinds of anti-racist 
views that I have. 

i don’t believe that states ought to be based on race. It puts Israel 
on a par with South Africa. Pm willing to make that analogy, and Pm 
also willing to talk about the economic and military arrangements that 
those two countries have between them. So I feel left of the Jewish Left 
in this particular way. I was touring recently in Germany. I was 
supposed to be talking about gender, but I ended up only talking about 
race. I started writing about racism and responsibility in the German 
press. (There’s a debate going on about the relationship berween the 
Turks, as the new Jews, and German guilt, and how guilt relates to 
responsibility.} It’s a whole other venue for me. 

It’s extremely important to find ways to work between these various 
struggles, The absence of a common grounding on the Left has been 
very problematic. It’s produced new forms of identity politics without 
developing a vocabulary for making connections. Unfortunately, there 
are people from the New Left in the United States, mainly white men 
who are feeling a little left our of things, who are more than happy to 
supply the ground. I know that some people have worried about 
Cultural Studies offering itself as an umbrella organization for this kind 
of realignment within the academy. But it depends what they’re talking 
about, Cultural Studies in the United States is very different from what 
it is in Britain. It’s often at some distance from the kind of global 
political analyses offered by Stuart Hall. 

RP Perhaps we could return, briefly, to your Foucauldianism here. Implicit 
in what you have been saying {and it was explicit in your talk at the 
ICA) is a distinction between enabling and regressive practices and inter- 
pellations — although, of course, some practices might be both enabling 
and regressive at the same time. The question that immediately arises 
is: what’s the criterion for the distinction? What are the grounds for 
affirming some norms and rejecting others? 

Butler The trouble with the question of theoretical grounds is that it 
presupposes that we live outside these norms, that we can witness them 
and engage them by a set of standards that are not inherent in the 
practices that we’re analysing. What worries me most is that form of 
rationalist imperialism that thinks it has access to a set of principles 
extracted from practices, that it can then apply to other practices. The 
Habermasian recourse to normative grounds is nothing other than an 
extraction of a contingent set of norms from practices - abstraction 
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and decontextualization — and then a re-application of those norms 
universally. It strikes me as circular and politically wrong. There’s a 
really problematic circularity in that notion of normativity. 

When I say ‘enabling’, I would admit, sure, there’s a normative direc- 
tion in my work, but I would hope that there is no normative ground. 
[ don’t think that in order to have a viable normative direction you 
need a ground. If] want to claim and describe certain ways of producing 
gender as restrictive or cruel, that entails that I have some more expan- 
sive or complex view of what gender might be. I’m willing to say that 
without filling in the content of what that’s going to be, or prescribing 
an ideal norm for what that’s going to be. I am in favour of opening 
up certain kinds of practices, be they sexual or gender practices, as sites 
of contestation and rearticulation. In one sense, that is enough for me. 
I see that as part of a democratic culture. 

RP The refusal to foreclose rationalistically the results of conflict? 

Butler Yes, and the opening up of spaces for a certain kind of democratic 
contestation, or more locally, for a contestation of gender. 

RP But doesn’t the very notion of a democratic contestation itself imply 
a norm of some kind of equality of input to the contest? ‘hat would 
be the Habermasian point, I suppose. 

Butler Except that the Habermasians tend to impose an exclusionary norm 
in constructing the notion of the subject whose ‘input’ would count. 
RP Wed like to end by asking you how you see the future of feminism. 
Butler Catharine MacKinnon has become so powerful as the public 
spokesperson for feminism, internationally, that I think that feminism 
is going to have to start producing some powerful altcrnatives to what 
she’s saving and doing — ones that can acknowledge her intellectual 
strength and not demonize her, because | do think there’s an anti- 
feminist animus against her, which one should be careful not to 
encourage. Certainly, the paradigm of victimization, the over-emphasis 
on pornography, the cultural insensitivity and the universalization of 
‘rights’ — all of that has to be countered by strong feminist positions. 

What’s needed is a dynamic and more diffuse conception of power, 
one which is committed to the difficulty of cultural translation as well 
as the need to rearticulate ‘universality’ in non-impcrialist directions. 
This is difficult work and it’s no longer viable to seek recourse to simple 
and paralysing models of structural Oppression. But even here, in 
opposing a dominant conception of power in feminism, | am still ‘in’ 
or ‘of? feminism. And it’s this paradox that has to be worked, for there 
can be no pure opposition to power, only a recralting of its terms from 
resources invariably impure. 


Interviewed by Peter Osborne and Lynne Segal 
London, October 1993 
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American Radicalism 
Cornel West 


Cornel West is Professor of Philosophy of Religion and Afro- 
American Studies at Harvard University and one of the most 
influential of a new generation of black intellectuals in the United 
States. Best known academically for his history of American prag- 
matism, The American Evasion of Philosophy (1989}, his work spans 
the fields of philosophy, political studies, cultural criticism and legal 
theory. His recent book Race Matters (1993) was a best-seller. His 
other works include The Ethical Dimension of Marxist Thought 
(1991}, Breaking Bread: Insurgent Black intellectual Life (with bell 
hooks, 1991) and Keeping Faith: Philosophy and Race in America 
{1993). His two-volume collection Beyond Eurocentrism and 
Multiculturalism was awarded the 1993 American Book Award. 


RP Perhaps we could begin by asking you about the role of religion in 
your intellectual and political development. How important was the 
Church to you in becoming an intellectual, becoming a radical? 

West For me, the issues on which religious discourse has traditionally 
focused, such as death and dread and despair and disappointment and 
disease — the existential issues, the existential dimension of the human 
condition — have always been fundamental. So, for me, the role of reli- 
gion, and not just religion, but also music — religion and music — is 
fundamental. It’s a reflection of being a New World African and having 
to deal with the absurd: both the absurd in America and America as 
the absurd. There was a need to come up with ways of imposing some 
kind of sense on the chaos coming at one, the chaos of a certain kind 
of white supremacist ideology, with its assault on black beauty and 
black intelligence, black capability and so on. 

It is part of the response to being perceived as sub-human in a partic- 
ular historical epoch, the age of Europe. Coming from a people who 
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have had to make and remake themselves, a modern people beneath 
modernity, requires a very strong accent on existential issues. So when 
I first emerged out of the context of the black Church, in which the 
problem of evil and the confrontation with social misery is central 
— to moan, to groan, to wrench and cry, the struggle with madness, 
suicide and so forth — it was Kierkegaard, it was Chekov, it was the 
late nineteenth-century Russian writers who were dealing with these 
kinds of issue, who J read. 

RP How did you come across those writers? Given your background, thac 
was quite unusual, wasn’t it? 

West Oh, very much so. It was a pilgrimage. We lived in a segregated 
part of Sacramento, California, so we didn’t have a library. But we did 
have a bookmobile and they had some Kierkegaard there. I first began 
to read Kierkegaard when I was about 13 — 13 or 14 -I guess. It intro- 
duced me to a Hegelian tradition, because I saw all the references to 
Hegel. I didn’t get a chance to read Hegel at the time, but I had a 
sense in which Kierkegaard was responding to a larger backdrop. But 
it was his struggle over what it means to be human, over how you 
come to terms with despair and dread, that was inescapable. 

RP Jn your essay ‘The Dilemma of the Black Intellectual’, you write about 
routes to becoming a black intellectual, and you say that it normally 
involves two things. One is that it’s a conversion-like experience, the 
discovery of a world; the other is that there’s often an individual figure, 
a teacher, who sparks it off. Was this true for yourself? 

West Yes, to some extent. For the most part I grew up like most young 
black boys. Willie Mays and James Brown were my heroes. I wanted 
to be either an athlete or an entertainer. I had the Church background 
dealing with the problem of evil, issues of social misery, but I didn’t 
think of the life of the mind or an intellectual vocation until I went to 
college, at Harvard. There, the impact of Martin Kilson and Preston 
Williams was quite strong. They were black professors. In fact, there 
were a number of figures who made a difference. My first tutor, Bob 
Nozick, was wonderful, and there was Hilary Putnam, John Rawls, 
Roderick Firth, and Israel Sheffler. Later on, Stanley Cavell was very 
important to me, Terry lrwin had a great impact on me too! 

RP So it was the Philosophy Department at Harvard in the early 1970s, 
that extraordinary array of figures? 

West Yes, but I had already been exposed to the Black Panther Party, so 
I considered myself as part of a Marxist tradition early on. The Black 
Panther Party was located right next door to our Black Baptist church 
in Sacramento, so the Black Panther newspaper was something I was 
reading all the time. I was going off and reading a little Fanon, a little 
Cabral, a little Nkrumah. The struggle against the absurd, in the form 
of the struggle against white supremacy, has its existential dimension, 
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but at that particular moment, the late 1960s, it had an important polit- 
ical dimension as well, a communal one, By the time I got to Harvard 
I was hungry for some kind of sociological tradition that took freedom 
struggles seriously. Barrington Moore was there and he made a differ- 
ence, in terms of his work. Michael Walzer introduced me to Dissent 
magazine, which opened up a whole new world. Peter Camejo was an 
old Trotskyite who used to lecture at Harvard at night. I attended every 
lecture of his that } could. He wasn’t at Harvard, he was just using 
Harvard space as a leftist. So I was also part of a left subculture, because 
they seemed to be interested in struggles against white supremacy. 

RP This is the early seventies, so it’s after the peak of the civil rights 
movement? 

West 1970 to 1973. It’s a black nationalist moment, the moment of black 
power and its legacy. Bur being influenced by the Panthers, who were 
internationalists and universalists, of course, or revolutionary national- 
ists, } was never willing to become part of the dominant black nationalist 
tendencies. They always struck me as too narrow, too parochial, 
provincia] - later on, | would learn, patriarchal and homophobic too. 
F recognized what black nationalists were after - black self-love, black 
self-affirmation, black self-respect - but it struck me that analyses of 
the economic situation, capital accumulation and the rule of capital, 
the various class divisions, were either overlooked or downplayed by 
them. For me, that was always a starting point. The starting point for 
me was the way in which my existential concerns were shaped by the 
various modes of capital accumulation and the way in which the rule 
of capital imposes such constraints on the life-chances of black people 
and their relations to working people more generally. The Marxist 
tradition was and remains for me the ‘brook of fire’ through which one 
must pass. 

RP You have spoken of the importance of existential issues, but what 
about existentialism as a philosophical position? Were you attracted to 
it, or were you more of a pragmatist from the outset, once you discov- 
ered philosophy? 

West I came to pragmatism a little later. As an undergraduate, it was 
Sartre who had a strong influence on me. I read him voraciously, and 
Wittgenstein. Wittgenstein was my hero for a while. He struck me as 
a philosopher who was not simply highlighting the limits of analytical 
philosophy but, to use Cavell’s language, was refusing philosophy philo- 
sophically. He was accepted by a philosophy department, but he struck 
me as someone who was pulling the rug from under so much of what 
they were doing. I was impressed by the contextualism that I detected 
in the Philosophical Investigations. It opens itself on to a broader 
historical reading, even though Wittgenstein himself didn’t do it. I read 
Marcuse on Wittgenstein, and I thought, ‘No, Herbert, you’ve got him 
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wrong. Hes much more continuous with you. He's talking about praxis. 
It’s just that he doesn’t have the sociological apparatus to flesh out the 
way in which the structures of practices are related to one another in 
economic, political and social spheres.’ 

RP Later, when you discovered pragmatism, did you read Wittgenstein 
as a pragmatist? 

West Yes, very much so, under Rorty. Rorty had a tremendous impact 
on me once I went to Princeton. I didn’t seriously encounter the prag- 
matic tradition until I went to Princeton. I took a course on pragmatism 
at Harvard, where I read Mead, some Dewey, some James, a little 
C. I. Lewis, actually, but I didn’t take it seriously. I just read the texts, 
got my B+ and kept moving. Under Rorty it began to develop into a 
much broader view. Then I read Sidney Hook and I saw the ways in 
which it was continuous with certain of Marx’s views, and I saw how 
Rorty connected the later Wittgenstein to Dewey, and things began to 
fall inco place for me. But I never became a philosopher, professionally 
speaking. Pve never taught in a philosophy department. I went straight 
from graduate school in philosophy to teaching at the Union Theological 
Seminary (for eight years) and then the Yale Divinity School (for another 
three). 

RP Why was chat? 

West By choice. In part, it was because of the tremendous influence of 
Reinhold Niebuhr and of Paul Tillich, whose very deep commitment to 
democratic socialist politics as a Christian thinker was exemplary for 
me. I] didn’t enter the secular academy until I went back to Princeton, 
in the Departments of Religion and Afro-American Studies, eleven years 
later, Even now that Pm going to Harvard, it’s to teach philosophy at 
the Divinity School and Afro-American Studies. There are still philo- 
sophical discourses within the academy that I find worth engaging, but 
I’ve chosen to avoid philosophy departments because I’ve wanted to 
do so many other things: study popular culture, write on music, archi- 
tecture, painting ... 


Pragmatism and Anti-Foundationalism 


RP Let’s talk about pragmatism. The American Evasion of Philosophy, 
your history of pragmatism, has contributed to a moment in which the 
history of philosophy in America is being rewritten as part of a search 
for a distinctively American philosophy. This looks to be connected to 
larger-scale, global changes in international relations. What are your 
views about the search for a distinctively American philosophy? 

West There is something distinctively American about pragmatism. 
There’s no doubt about that. But there are a number of things going 
on in my book. One is that my motivations were thoroughly Gramscian. 
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That is to say, I wanted to try and understand the historical specificity 
of the development of American civilization through a particular philo- 
sophical discourse. The question became: What are the intellectual 
resources upon which one can draw for a radical democratic project? 
To what degree does pragmatism, which is distinctively American, 
provide both strengths and weaknesses, both blindnesses and insights 
vis-a-vis the regeneration of a radical democratic, a democratic socialist, 
project? In going back, I discovered a lot of strengths and a lot of 
weaknesses. I discovered some real virtues and vices in this tradition. 
So even though I think you're absolutely right — there is a certain kind 
of Americanism in the life of the mind being promoted which falls into 
casy parochial traps — on the other hand, the American intelligentsia, 
and especially the American Left, has still not seriously excavated and 
recuperated certain progressive resources within American history. We 
look toward Europe, toward Germany, toward France and so on. 
Remember, | was writing this text at a moment in which most of my 
fellow interlocutors, especially the Western ones, were looking to Paris 
or Frankfurt. That's fine, but I said: ‘Let’s see what’s in the US tradition, 
and then work out some of the elective affinities with what’s happening 
on the Left Bank, what’s going on in the Frankfurt School, and so 
forth,’ 

RP Does this explain your changing attitude to Rorty? You began as his 
student, then, in your piece in Post-Analytical Philosophy, you produced 
a scathing political critique of his work. Yet when you came to recon- 
struct the history of pragmatism, placing him in a broader context, and 
placing yourself after him, you were much more sympathetic to him 
once again. 

West That’s true, because in the Post-Analytical Philosophy text, Pim 
talking solely about the politics. It’s a very short essay. Rorty and I 
have always had certain friendly disagreements about politics. He's very 
much an incrementalist, even though he tilts in a social-democratic direc- 
tion, whereas Pm more Raymond Williams-like: the long revolution, 
the march through the institutions, which actually is stil! revolutionary. 
I’m aware of the limits and illusions of reformism, but I still think that 
it’s worth talking about the fundamental transformation of society. 
Hence, I hit Rorty very hard on politics. In the larger narrative, he 
looks much better because he makes anti-foundationalist moves and he 
recognizes what I take to be so important for radical democratic politics. 
This is the jazz-like character of American culture, which is not just 
market-driven but is open to experimentation and improvisation, and 
a certain malleability of class structure. Race is more difficult, of course, 
and patriarchy’s more difficult. But those themes are there. And for me, 
they are very important for any kind of radical democratic politics. 
Rorty himself was quite open to these themes and motifs. 
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RP But is his kind of anti-foundationalism compatible with the kind of 
knowledge about society required by the politics you support? My 
impression of the radical theory which is influential in the American 
academy at the moment is that it is a very generic anti-foundationalist 
historicism. It could be neo-pragmatist, it could be deconstructive, it 
could be Foucauldian - they're all modes of anti-foundationalism, 
they’re all hisroricist, but the space that they occupy is primarily defined 
negatively. Now, one of your criticisms of neo-pragmatism concerns its 
lack of social theory. It opens up a space for social analysis, but it 
doesn’t have any sociological concepts. Yet the kind of social theory 
which you acknowledge that it needs js associated with a very different 
set of assumptions, epistemologically, from any of these tendencies, Isn’t 
there a contradiction here? 

West I would hope not. A serious analysis of the rule of capital, or white 
supremacy, or male supremacy, can be done in an experimental spirit. 
One doesn’t have to clash with anti-foundationalism or historicism. 
Now it’s true that Rorty, for example, says: ‘Cornel, you claim to be 
anti-foundational, but when it comes to social theory you fail. You 
become foundationalist. You invoke Marx and Weber and Lukács and 
Simmel and Du Bois. You’ve got foundationalist claims being made, 
causal explanatory claims being made.’ And I say: ‘No, not at all.’ For 
me, the choice is never between foundationalism and some kind of 
empty anti-foundationalism, Mine is a historicism that is contextualist 
and revisionist, in the sense of recognizing that any causal explanatory 
claim is open to revision. But these claims are indispensable weapons 
in any serious struggle for radical democracy and freedom. They must 
be deployed to the best of our ability. Maybe there is a tension, but I 
don’t see it as a contradiction. 

One of the paradoxes of American civilization is that, on the one 
hand, you have the valorizing of the improvisational, experimental and 
jazz-like character of the culture; and on the other hand, you have a 
fixity and a solidity of the rule of capital — economic growth by means 
of corporate priorities, the sacred cow of the civilization, the business 
civilization as it is. You also have a deep entrenchment of white 
supremacy, which sits at the very centre of American civilization: a 
profound hatred of black folk, in subtle or not so subtle forms. Then 
there’s the patriarchal core and the homophobic overlay. So, on the 
one hand, you have this valorization of improvisation; on the other, 
you have this fixity. Now there’s not a lot of space here for radical 
democratic politics that has serious substance. What we've seen in the 
last twenty-five years is the ideology of professionalism and specializa- 
tion playing itself out within the privileged space of the academy. This 
is a site where certain anti-foundationalist and historicist discourses take 
place which are far removed from any serious analysis of the rule of 
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capital, the interlocking network of corporate and financial elites, and 
their ways of making political elites subordinate to them. 

RP Do you see any positive role for philosophical discourse here? The 
dominant movement in twenticth-century European philosophy has 
undoubtedly been a negative one. It’s not scepticism as such, but it’s 
an unpicking of the project: a particularistic kind of scepticism where 
philosophy is done in the mode of undoing itself. As you said, for some, 
like Cavell, that’s all philosophy does. On the other hand, in the tradi- 
tion of the forms of social theory to which you appeal, there’s a sense 
of philosophy as a reconstructive discipline, continuing its historical role 
of totalization in a new form, in relation to the social sciences — not 
in a foundationalist way, but in a reconstructive way. Do you want to 
refuse it this role? 

West That is a fast-hitting question, the metaphilosophical question, Like 
Cavell, I see philosophy as a quest for wisdom, as a desire to see how 
things hang together such that we can exercise critical judgements for 
the purpose of expanding possibility, democratic possibility, the creation 
of conditions such that individuals can flourish to the best of their 
abilities and capacities. But philosophy doesn’t have a cognitive content 
for me, as a discipline. It is the name for a particular desire: the 
desire for wise deployment of various kinds of arguments, insights, 
visions, perspectives, and so forth. Now, it’s true that there's a totalizing 
impulse behind this conception and this goes back to my Christian 
heritage, the Hegelian tradition, and to the Marxist tradition. I believe 
that the visionary aspect of philosophical discourse provides a synec- 
dochic characterization of what the relations and connections are, but 
that doesn’t mean that philosophy itself becomes some privileged 
discourse. It simply means that it tries to show how things are related, 
connected to one another, without itself having any kind of cognitive 
content. 

RP So, to take the project you describe as prophetic pragmatism or 
prophetic criticism: it is defined by the values of individuality and 
democracy. What would be the form of your intellecrual defence of 
those values? 

West It would be an attempt to show the ways in which those particular 
traditions, among peoples that highlighted individuality and democracy, 
tend to be those that contribute most to the desirable forms of life, 
Now, that doesn’t mean that arguments would not play a role. Argu- 
mentation is very important. One of the reasons why one reads 
philosophers is that they have tended to put a certain premium on 
argument. But I don’t think argument exhausts the philosophical tradi- 
tion. There are other forms of promoting understanding and broadening 
insight, although arguments do play an important role. One would still 
have to make arguments as to why individuality and democracy are 
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better as opposed to authoritarianism and -- I don’t want to say fascism, 
that’s too easy — truncated forms of democracy, I'll pur it that way, 
limited forms of democracy. The defence of individuality and the defence 
of democracy stil] have to be put forward. There’s no doubt about that. 
But I view these as values that are already embedded in particular 
traditions of struggle, traditions of political and social engagement, and 
I quite unabashedly view myself as part of those traditions, not just in 
the West, but in the world. 

That’s not a direct answer to your question, because in order to 
actually defend these values I’d have to engage in a much more detailed 
account of how one goes about showing these values to be desirable 
ones. But the main point is that for me it’s never a matter of vicwing 
the values abstracted from their enactment and embodiment within an 
ongoing tradition over time and space. That’s my histortcist mode and 
mood, which you would expect. 


Intellectuals and Their Publics 


RP Let’s move from philosophers to intellectuals, or the philosopher as 
intellectual. 

West That’s my fundamental] allegiance, as an intellectual. 

RP You’ve written a lot about intellectuals, about the specificity of the 
black intellectual, but also about intellectuals more generally. ‘There’s 
been quite a debate about this in the US over the last few years, a 
highly politicized debate. Yet there is considerable common ground 
between the positions of people like Alan Bloom, on the Right, and 
Russell Jacoby, on the Left. They share a certain nostalgia. In your own 
work, you write of a ‘crisis of vocation’, but you don’t seem to mourn 
the passing of the so-called public intellectual of the past. How do you 
view the prospects for effective intellectual activity outside the academy? 

West Pact of the problem here is that in the United States you have a 
racially bifurcated society, not simply due to the legacy of segregation, 
going back to slavery, but also due to the fact that different publics 
ace often unacknowledged or uninterrogated by different intellectuals. 
So, for example, when I relate myself, as I often do, to a black intel- 
lectual tradition and highlight the role of the life of the mind within 
the public life of that community, it’s something very different from 
what you find about the role of ideas in the public life of the dominant 
society. The kind of nostalgia that Russell Jacoby has for the ‘New 
York intellectuals’ concerns only a really minuscule sector of our society. 
Partisan Review was read by 3,500 people. It was fascinating, it was 
engaging — I get excited about it too — but once you historicize it and 
contextualize it, you see this nostalgia as very, very limited. Du Bois’s 
The Crisis had 100,000 subscribers, more readers, but Russell Jacoby 
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has no nostalgia for Du Bois’s public intellectual activity, because it’s 
not part of his world, unfortunately. That’s part of the scgregated life 
of the mind in our society. The same was true with James Baldwin. 
Baldwin sold millions of copies of The Fire Next Time, but these people 
have no nostalgia for James Baldwin's attempt to construct a public to 
talk about the most fundamental issue facing the country: namely, race. 
It may not be the most fundamental issue analytically - I think class 
and capital are, actually — but in terms of salient explosive issues, race 
certainly is. 

I don’t want to downplay the New York tradition. It’s worth exam- 
ining. Fm deeply influenced by New York intellectuals, especially the 
Jewish ones, who were concerned with the transition from a certain 
kind of parochialism of the ghetto and Brooklyn and Brownsville and 
other impoverished places to a more cosmopolitan space. This is what 
you get in Lionel Trilling and Alfred Kazin and Irving Howe and others. 
Ir’s a very important move, but it’s still a particular tradition, and there 
are other traditions from which to learn. Feminist intellectuals are 
teaching us this every day, and it’s nut only them. There are also issues 
of region. Southern intellectuals have different kinds of public. For me, 
the issue of the intellectual has to do with the relation between those 
who have a deep commitment to the life of the mind and its impact 
on public life, of all sorts. 

Dewey's great text, The Public and its Problems, was very important 
to me here, in its treatment of different kinds of publics, and the relation 
of different intellectuals to those publics. These days, the larger public 
is much more shot through with the influence of the information and 
efitertainment industries, mediated by electronic and printed media. New 
publics need to be constituted. One of the things that I’ve tried to do 
in the last few years is to play a role within these apparatuses, because 
one can shape very vague publics. They are going to be different kinds 
of publics than they were before. But those publics of the past will 
never come back, in the same way that the old public of the Greck city 
state is gone. We can be nostalgic about it all we want - there’s nostalgia 
in Marx in that regard - but it’s still gone. How do we reconstruct 
publics? Right now it’s very difficult, not only because the private is 
cast as sacred, but because the public is something to be shunned across 
the board, with the exception of the spectatorial public: the virtual 
public that’s produced and constructed by the network of information 
and entertainment media. That’s the challenge for public intellectuals, 
It’s a challenge that earlier public intellectuals had little sense of. 

RP Your own category here — the intellectual carrier of prophetic prag- 
matism — is what you call the ‘critical organic catalyst’. It obviously 
has a Gramscian dimension, a reference to some communality of interest 
between the intellectual catalyst and the social group on whose behalf 
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he or she acts. Isn't there a contradiction between this idea and some- 
thing which you stress very strongly in “The New Cultural Politics of 
Difference’: namely, the constructedness of all representation and the 
danger of the appeal to preconstituted notions of community? This takes 
us back to foundationalism in social theory, in a way. There’s a point 
at which you say: ‘We need to become more organic.’ That seems to 
me a strange phrase, because surely the organic is that which is already 
so. 

West Always-already so, yes, that’s why we need to examine it. By 
‘organic’ | don’t mean to appeal to some pre-Derridean notion of repre- 
sentation that somehow leads toward a oneness or coincidence between 
the intellectual and the community. What I actually mean by organic 
is a much more fluid and constructed notion of participating in the 
organizations of people. So when J think of my own organic link with 
the black community, it’s not that Iam somehow thoroughly immersed 
in the black community, in some pantheistic way. Rather, Pm simply 
working in a particular organization or institution in which we are 
contesting among ourselves how we can best generate visions, analysis, 
and forms of political action. I want to say ‘be organized’, rather than 
‘be organic’. 

Organic has a sense of being rooted, but this metaphor can be quite 
slippery. I want to preserve a certain notion of constructed rootedness, 
or constructed organic, in the sense that we are attempting to get beyond 
our own privileged sites, to get beyond our own professional sites, to 
be part of movements, even as we are critical of their leaders — in my 
own case, black organizations and institutions, from united fronts to 
churches. In terms of my own identity, L want co be viewed as someone 
who puts a premium on being part of those groups, even as J am a 
critic of those groups. Thats what I have in mind with the critical 
organic catalyst. It may be problematic, but that’s what I have in mind. 

There’s a tremendous need for multicontextualism, even more than 
multiculturalism, I think. Multicontextualism means moving between a 
variety of different contexts, from that of working people to very poor 
people, to the academy, as well as to other professions. I don’t want 
to talk about being organic solely with masses, you see. ] want to talk 
about being organized, or being part of organizations, with other profes- 
sions as well. Tomorrow, I’m off to the Black Congressional Caucus, 
which is a group of political elites who are liberal, neo-liberal, a few 
progressive, two democratic socialists. But I have to organize with them. 
They have their organization. I am part of that organization. My voice 
is heard. If an intellectual is to be characterized as someone who tries 
to preserve a sense of the whole, who has a synoptic and synthetic 
vision and perspective, then being multicontextual will allow one to 
have a much more sophisticated and refined sense of the whole, and 
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a much more convincing synthetic and syntactic view of things. In 
this, movements themselves contribute to the role of intellectuals, as I 
understand it. 


Alliances, Conflicts and Disputes 


RP Presumably, one goal of this kind of multicontextualism is the 
construction of alliances. How do you respond to the criticism that a 
generalized politics of alliances is too wishful about the compatibility 
of the social interests of those with an enemy in common? 

West That’s a very fair warning for persons like myself. But Pd come 
right back and say: ‘Yes, perhaps, but don’t we otherwise end up priv- 
ileging a certain social interest (traditionally, class) which itself requires 
questioning?’ But it isn’t only class. One of the problems of a narrow 
black nationalism is that it downplays the class issues, and it down- 
plays the gender issues. | think the major countervailing forces in the 
future, in addition to a weakening trade union movement, are going to 
be the forces against white supremacy, the feminist and womanist move- 
ments, the anti-homophobic movements, and the ecological movements. 
Ecological movements are much more international than any of the 
others, at this point, and we will need to speak globally if we're talking 
about effective countervailing forces. 

RP Presumably, we will also have to talk about their relations to nation- 
states. What gave the labour movement its countervailing force in 
Europe during the period of its ascendancy was its particular relation 
to the state. Are these other forces likely to acquire such a weight within 
the state? 

West Oh, in the United States they have already. 

RP At one point in your recent book you identify Jesse Jackson's attempt 
to gain power at a national level as a weakness of the movement. 

West That’s right - because of the thinness of American electoral politics. 
There was a lack of the serious grassroots organizing necessary to 
mushroom into an effective and substantial candidacy. Jackson just 
leapfrogged over all of that and became a figure with very little social 
base, except through television. It was a sign of weakness. In stark 
contrast to Jesse Jackson, the Right had forces that were mobilizing 
deeply, organizing on grassroots levels, in ordinary people’s everyday 
lives. They could generate a hegemonic presence. 

RP Let’s go back to the issuc of the interests at stake in alliances and 
take last week’s Cairo summit on population control as an example of 
the kind of conflicts which can arise. There, we secm to have articulated 
in a global way and in an exemplary manner a contradiction between 
a particular conception of individual rights — with historically specific 
consequences for questions of sexuality and abortion — and the beliefs 
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of certain religious traditions, Roman Catholicism and Islam in partic- 
ular. This looks like a rather familiar kind of ideological conflict which 
is resistant to contextual mediation; in fact, it is contextually produced, 
Isn’t there a point, which comes quite quickly, at which contextualism 
isn’t going to help you any morc? 

West That's true. And I must say, it’s not just a danger for the vague 
contextualism that is wishful about coalitions and alliances. It is inherent 
in the dominant tendency in pragmatism itself, which believes that 
conflicting views can somehow be adjudicated by appeals to conver- 
sation, or civil communication. Pm all for conversation and civil 
communication, but the traditions from which I come teach me that 
power and privilege are going to go far beyond that, and dialogue is 
not always going to be the means for resolving conflicts. In the chapter 
on Dewey in The American Fvasion, I hit him very hard precisely 
because, as C. Wright Mills pointed out, the issue of power goes deep. 
It’s the same problem with Du Bois and white supremacy. He’s talking 
about dialogue, and acquiring more knowledge of the issue and so forth; 
and there’s Sam Holes, around the beginning of the century, who was 
cut in thirty two parts and 5,000 folk in Atlanta go to buy different 
parts, with his penis getting the highest price. And Du Bois says, ‘Oh 
my God, I’ve been involved in a scienufic investigation concerned with 
knowledge, this enlightenment project that highlights tgnorance as a 
major impediment to freedom, but something else is going on here,’ 
Yes, Du Bois, you’re right! There is a concern or desire for power that 
flows far over and beyond the bounds of rational dialogue, even as we 
argue that rational dialogue must be a central court of appeal. What 
we sec in Cairo is fundamental cleavages and conflicts which are not 
so much incommensurable; they just clash. 

RP They clashed there at the global level, but of course they’re also 
internal to the societies in which we live. 

West Thats true even within the Left, with issues of race and gender, 
vis-a-vis class or ecology, and so on. Someone like myself, who wants 
to put forth some holistic vision that would allow for a coming together, 
can't be naive about the ways in which these clashes are rooted in 
traditions which are deeply distrustful and suspicious of one another. 
Dialogue in and of itself is not ultimately going to create the bridges; 
but dialogue is a crucial element in creating a bridge. Dialogue is for 
me a form of struggle. There are other forms of struggle as well, and 
different historical conjunctures that throw people together; just as there 
are different historical conjunctures that create these different conflicts. 
They’re very real. 

RP Isn’t this a point at which the libertarian and religious dimensions of 
your own thought come into conflict? An old question arises here, the 
question of secularism. Wasn't that what was at stake for the European 
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states at Cairo? Of course, famously, Edward Said’s conception of the 
intellectual is as a secular figure. 

West I disagree with brother Edward here. I would just say the ‘critical 
intellectual’ - that cuts across religious traditions as well as nou-religious 
ones. But l agree with what he’s getting at. When J say ‘prophetic’, I 
think I get at it: that is, someone who is critical of all forms of authority 
and highlights critical consciousness across the board. Religious author- 
ities are included alongside economic ones, political ones, and so forth. 

RP But isn’t that itself a form of secularism? [sn’t there something funda- 
mentally secular about the universalization of critical judgement? For 
example, there are liberal theological traditions which, for this reason, 
don’t really seem to be religious any more. 

West That’s right. There are elements of this in MacIntyre, the notion 
that somehow the processes of modernization, rationalization, commod- 
ification and nationalization have so thoroughly dissolved the kind of 
ties and communities requisite for genuine religious practices that the 
only things left are cither these quasi-secular practices, under the name 
of libera! religion, or fundamentalist ones that are authentically 
religious. Now, Maclntyre’s own view is deeply secular in content — 
there’s no doubt about it — so he finds himself in great tension here. 
His Aristotle and his Aquinas are, in part, extensions of his own deeply 
historicist imagination. But what MacIntyre embodies is true for myself: 
this profound sense of living life on the boundaries, being religious and 
modern at the same time. He wants both and l want both, But you 
can’t have both without this tremendous tension. The question is 
whether it’s going to be creative or destructive, [ can understand persons 
who would argue that the tension will always be destructive, because 
the religion that you’re talking about is just so thin that it doesn’t cut 
deep any more; that your only options are the thicker forms, which are 
dogmatic and fundamentalist. You don’t want that, because your funda- 
mental allegiance is to modern sensibilities, democratic ones. That’s a 
real tension, but it’s something that I try to deal with in my definition 
of the prophet. 

When I talk about the prophet I’m not talking about some kind of 
revelation from on high, but rather of keeping a certain tradition 
of resistance and critique alive, in which the issues of the existential 
and the spiritual, as well as the political, the social and the economic, 
are in movement together. The question about secularism is a crucial 
one. But when I see the secular used as a marker, T juxtapose it with 
the prophetic as my marker, because for me the prophetic is a suspicion 
of all idols, including the secular ones. What Nietzsche and Wittgenstein 
tell me is distinctive about this particular slice of human history, the 
age of Europe, is that new kinds of idols are projected. For me, 
the secular falls too easily into the idol of science and scientific method, 
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the idol of professionalism, the idol of the expert. I want to be auti- 
idolatrous across the board. That is why I criticize Said, who still wants 
to view the secular versus the religious in secular terms. I simply attempt 
to broaden ir out. 


The Church, the Family, the Democrats 


RP I'd like to ask you about a certain conservatism in Afro-American 
culture which is related to the role of the Church as a site of resistance. 
It seems connected to the necessarily defensive character of so many of 
the struggles in which the black community has been engaged, given 
the extreme inequalities of power in US society. Once again, it concerns 
questions of individual rights. I’m thinking about the role of rhe family 
in relation to issues of sexuality and abortion. Even a film-maker like 
Spike Lee, about whom you’ve written, tends to show what 1 think of 
as a conservative conception of the family in a very positive light. 

West That’s true. But the family has played a fundamental role as a 
countervailing force against white supremacy and other forms of degra- 
dation and devaluation. I like to talk about it in terms of the preservative 
versus the conservative. You can preserve certain aspects of institutions 
that have played crucial roles in sustaining people, while subjecting 
them to democratic ideals and accountability. Yet it’s true that the 
dominant role the black church has played vis-a-vis families has been 
a conservative one, because the family has been that ‘haven in a heart- 
less world’ which Christopher Lasch talks about. It’s ideally cast: 
families shot through with brokenness as well as connectedness, dysfunc- 
tionality as well as functionality. 

It’s a difficult issue because you don’t want a progressive conception 
of the family that is nor functional on the ground, in terms of how 
people are actually going to cope as they get about from day to day. 
On the other hand, you can’t use how it functions on the ground as 
an excuse for accepting uncritically a conservative conception of the 
family. The black poor are very poor and they’re living in a state of 
siege. A real war is going on, but under war conditions you must still 
preserve democratic values. This means that women, and gay brothers, 
and lesbian sisters must have the same status and the same rights that 
the others have. Yet, given the history of patriarchy and homophobia, 
the struggle against black patriarchy and black homophobia needs to 
be cast in the form of an argument for the survival of the black commu- 
nity as a whole, in terms of a practical and prudential strategy. 

RP Not on the ground of individual rights? 

West Exactly, on prudential and practical grounds. Morally, it can be 
made on libertarian grounds, but politically, prudentially and practi- 
cally, it's got to be cast in terms of survival, or che real argument will 
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never get off the ground in the black community. This is a struggle 
that we have daily, weekly, and [ encounter it everywhere I go in black 
contexts. 

RP Do you think this struggle has been constructive or destructive for 
the black community as a whole? 

West In the end it must be constructive, because otherwise the black 
community will self-destruct, owing to the suffocating effects of black 
patriarchy and black homophobia. But it could also self-destruct if liber- 
tarian arguments become the sole grounds for strategic intervention, 
thereby highlighting cleavages and conflicts, given the prevalence of 
black patriarchy and homophobia. 

RP Broadening the political perspective a little, how do you view the 
Clinton experience? 

West Poor Clinton, he cmerged at a deeply conservative moment. He tried 
to play both sides of the street and for the most part it doesn’t work. 
At the same time, there’s hardly any Left to put pressure on him. Most 
of the pressure has come from Ross Perot, or the conservative populace, 
or the old tradition’s right-wingers — Dole, for example. So whatever 
progressive tilt he may have wanted, he’s been unable to follow through 
on it: no minimum wage whatsoever, even though Robert Reich had 
been pushing for it; no serious talk about workers’ right to organize, 
even though they know it’s crucial, And the Left has been unable to 
put pressure on him to help him move in that direction. 

RP Is the Democratic Party capable of functioning in that way any more? 

West The Democratic Party is a schizophrenic party right now. It is in 
the process of disintegration. In another fifteen or twenty years it will 
probably no longer exist as a Democratic party, with a capital ‘D’ — 
it’s never been democratic with a small ‘d’. It’s in the process of disin- 
tegration, slowly, but it’s happening. We’ll have to see what’s left. lt 
might be that, given the power of the Right, we'll need a Democratic 
Party just in order to keep some neo-liberals around who at least believe 
in some kind of accountability of the rule of capital. As the right-wing 
forces become even more powerful, some of the liberals end up being 
friends, neo-liberals can even become friends, just by preserving civil 
liberties and some liberal rule of law; even though we know the limi- 
tations of such liberalism. Things get that desperate. My hunch is chat 
we're going in that direction. 

In the elections in November, they’re projecting that the Republicans 
will cake over the Senate, that the Republicans will take over the House. 
Sad business. Clinton couldn’t even get through a truncated liberal 
health care deal. Crime bills, as conservative as they can be, are touted 
as something liberals ought to be excited about. Clinton’s bragging 
about it. We really are talking about some bleak times for progressive 
possibilities in the United States. Europe knows this better than we do, 
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because we've never experienced the kind of wholesale right-wing 
takeover, when the fascist Right push everything farther to the right. 
We're in for a real ugly ride. There’s no doubt about it. 

It’s a struggle on the Left just to keep a certain vision alive, an alter- 
native vision, and to make it available to people. We need to link that 
vision to some concrete issues; then in the long run we need to create 
some institutional] vehicles for it. Right now we're at the first stage. We 
don’t have too many progressive vehicles beyond single-issue organiza- 
tions. We don’t have too many intellectuals who are trying to find an 
alternative vision that could gain some exposure to large numbers of 
persons. And the link between that vision and the concrete issues is a 
tough one. Single-payer health care was one example. It was crushed, 
but it was one example that we tried to push through. In Democratic 
Socialists in America, we tried to make health care a major public issue 
for nine years and we were unable to do it for the first six or so. Then 
boom, it just took off and we thought we had a real chance. The 
country missed the moment. Forget it. 

We can work on a state level, because it’s going to be federalized. 
States can enact it, Hawaii and Oregon maybe. But it’s going ta be 
difficult and that’s just in relation to health, which is now at least an 
issue people are talking about. We’re saying nothing about the right of 
workers to organize, or workers’ power in the workplace, or any serious 
talk about redistribution of wealth, taxation on wealth, or restructuring 
of the wage system — all of those crucial strategies chat are requisite 
for the maintenance and sustenance of American society in the next 
fifty years. Decomposition continues. 

RP Is this how you see the medium-term future of American society? 

West Well, it doesn’t look good, docs it? I think there’s a good chance 
that we're in the early moments of a dying civilization, in the process 
of decomposition and disarticulation and disaggregation. On the other 
hand, it’s never looked good for most working people and poor people. 
And it certainly has never looked good in America for most black 
people. So these larger questions of doom and gloom are not really 
part of my world-view, even though the issues of decline and decay are 
undeniable. One feels, though, as one gets older, this sense that 
American civilization as we know it is simply running out of gas. 


Interviewed by Peter Osborne 
New York, September 1994 
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Feminism, Deconstruction and the 
Law 


Drucilla Cornell 


Drucilla Cornell is Professor in the Departments of Law and Political 
Science at Rutgers University, New Jersey, and author of a series 
of books - Beyond Accommodation (1991), The Philosophy of the 
Limit (1992), Transformations (1993) and The Imaginary Domain 
(1995) - which work at the boundaries between feminism, European 
philosophy and legal theory. Best known for her advocacy of an 
ethical interpretation of deconstruction as the basis for a feminist 
critique of the law, her latest writings outline a programme of 
equivalent rights for a legal recognition of sexual difference. 


RP Perhaps you could begin by saying something about the Critical Legal 
Studies movement in the USA. What is its relationship to feminism? 
And where do you see your own work as fitting in? 

Cornell Regrettably there’s very little organized presence of cither Critical 
Legal Studies or what were called the ‘femerits’ in the legal academy 
in the United States in 1994. In the late 1970s and early 1980s when 
l was a Jaw student, there was something that was called the Conference 
of Critical Legal Studies, and it had the effect of being a movement. 
We had yearly conferences; there was a sense of political intervention 
in the academy, as well as academic discourse promoted by critical legal 
studies. The femcrits came out of a confrontation of feminists with 
critical legal studies over the impossibility of feminists being heard. In 
1982 or °83, there was a conference run by women which led to the 
establishment of the ferncrits. For several years the femcrits were an 
organized presence, but all that has been dispersed. There are still 
women who would consider themselves as writing in feminist juris- 
prudence, and there are still people who would consider themselves 
associated with the Conference of Critical Legal Studies, but the expe- 
rience of movement has disappeared. There was some repression, 
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meaning that people were fired -- myself and Clare Dalton being two 
examples, although there are many more. 

RP From law schools? 

Cornell Yes, Clare and I were denied tenure within one week of each 
other. It was seen by people in the Conference of Critical Legal Studies 
as a response to our association with them. I’m a leftist, so when 2? 
became a law professor I affiliated with the Left that was available to 
me, but my own intellectual and political history is very different from 
the Conference of Critical Legal Studies. 

RP How did you come to be a Jawyer? 

Cornell T was a student radical and a feminist very early on, I was active 
in civil rights activities in high school from the age of 16, ] went on to 
college, but I dropped out for a while and went to study Marxism in 
Germany, in 1969, when there was still a great deal of uproar at the Free 
University, which is where I went. J considered myself a Left Hegelian. 
Then I came back to Berkeley, briefly; then went to Santa Barbara. I went 
to study Heidegger in Freiburg and I ended up at Stanford, where I 
became involved in the student movement. I joined a Marxist-Leninist 
organization, since | had decided that if feminism was going to be a truly 
popular movement it would have to go into factories and organize. 

RP What was the organization? 

Cornell Venceremos. At the time, it was closely associated with the Black 
Panther Party. Anyway, we — that’s me and the man in my life ~ joined 
Venceremos, and we were very involved in the organization. He was a 
conscientious objector and worked at Pacific Studies Center, and I went 
to work in a factory, staying in factory work, with a brief spell doing 
clerical work in New York, until ] went back to graduate from college 
by correspondence from Antioch. So J have a very different trajectory 
from most academics, 

RP Do you view this as a productive period? 

Cornell J consider it one of the most productive periods of my life. As I 
look back now, it’s one of the things that I’m most proud that I did, 
because I was a real union organizer. My entire experience, philo- 
sophically, of the question of race, and its relationship to gender, was 
influenced by relationships with African-American women of such over- 
whelming quality that they've marked me for life. I’m not the same 
white girl I would have been had I not had that experience. It was 
utterly transformative for me. It has shaped me in ways that I can’t 
even describe, including giving me visions of loyalty and possibilities of 
solidarity between women that I have not experienced before or since. 
Jt probably even influenced the distinction [ make in my writing between 
femininity and feminine sexual difference, because I was confronted 
with a richness of possibility of feminine sexual difference that I couldn’t 
even dream of, as a white girl. 
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RP Does your critique of MacKinnon come out of this? 

Cornell Very much so, and my critique of a certain strand of object- 
relations theory too. It made me understand that I am white. I live 
every day knowing Pm white now. Whatever I think of my femininity, 
my womanhood, it’s white. I didn’t know that before my union days, 
I came to understand that even the deepest recesses of how I had been 
scarred by the wound of femininity were inseparable from my white- 
ness. I also came to understand that there could be true solidarity 
between African-American women and white women based, paradoxi- 
cally, on an understanding of that difference. 

Obviously, since 1 was a union organizer, class was very much part of 
that experience too. We had a view that struggles between men and 
women in the community, and the need for women to take up struggles 
when necessary, should be done through direct organization, rather than 
through the intervention of the state. PH give you an example from my 
consciousness-raising group. Muriel’s man did not pay his child-care pay- 
ments, and we knew that he worked at Harlem Hospital. So rather than 
proceed through law, we took our consciousness-raising group down to 
Harlem Hospital and passed out leaflets calling on all the women, our 
sisters, to join with us in expressing their extreme dissatisfaction with this 
man’s behaviour. And we explained that we were doing this because we 
didn’t want to join with the ‘white man’s’ Jaw, but this man’s behaviour 
was extremely disruptive of any real solidarity. It was a huge success. The 
man was pelted with food in the cafeteria, he had smoke bombs put in 
his locker, and the last I heard he was still paying his child-support pay- 
ments. So this experience involved the idea that there were other creative 
mechanisms than the legal. We certainly rejected the idea that law was 
the way to handle intercommunity conflicts. 

RP So how did you end up a lawyer? 

Cornell It must be the cunning of reason. I got very sick during the tast 
years of my union work and I just burned out, physically. So I decided 
I would graduate from college. I intended to be a mathematician. F lost 
my nerve. Pd published some poetry by that time, so I decided to be 
a writer and support myself as a lawyer who worked for unions. It was 
the most practical Į ever gor. Twelve years later, Pm still a law professor. 
But I never saw feminism getting involved in legal reform as its main 
focus. Once [ became a law professor I joined the Left that was present, 
but I didn’t see that as my primary realm of political activity. 


From Hegel to Derrida 


RP So where did the Derrida come from? You are associated with a 
feminist application of deconstruction to legal theory. What is your 
philosophical background? 
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Cornell I am totally self-trained, but I started reading philosophy quite 
seriously in high school — to the point where I had read a great deal of 
Hegel by the time I entered college. I started taking German in high school 
so that I could read Hegel in the original and I continued German through 
college. But for me philosophy wasn’t an academic enterprise; it was a 
deep and profound struggle to come to terms with the world, so that 
I could find a way to live in it. I didn’t think ‘Iam a Hegel scholar’; I 
thought ‘lam a Left Hegelian, with a particular take on Hegel’ — to the 
point where a number of the women in my consciousness-raising group 
decided that they wanted to have a subgroup where we read The 
Phenomenology of Mind togcther. So for me Hegel was a living presence 
and our Harlem Hospital activity was very influenced by our collective 
reading of The Phenomenology of Mind — even in its rhetoric: the struggle 
for recognition. For me philosophy was about changing the world, and 
about how you came to terms with how the world could be changed. 1 
have none of the elitist presuppositions about who can be a philosopher. 
Like I said, I read The Phenomenology of Mind in my consciousness- 
raising group and all of those women were working-class women. 

RP And the Derrida? 

Cornell T went the Adorno route. I was one of the very few law professors 
who focused on teaching Hegels Science of Logic. Since 1 was a 
Hegelian, there was no escaping whether or not the logic was ‘truc’. 
That had to mean something, And in three years of teaching Hegel’s 
Science of Logic I could not defend any workable concept of absolute 
knowledge as truth. 1 had already been deeply influenced by the 
Frankfurt School, by their notion of ideology critique, by negative 
dialectics. {One of my dreams had been to study with Adorno.) This 
was a possible trajectory for finding the truth in Hegel, because Adorno 
is very much within the problematic of Elegel’s Science of Logic. I took 
negative dialectics as far as it could go. The Philosophy of the Limit 
opens with my reading of Adorno’s Negative Dialectics. My interest in 
the ethical came way before I decided to become a law professor. These 
were ideas I was having in the late 1970s. 

RP This is the piece called “lhe Ithical Message of Negative Dialectics’? 
So your approach to deconstruction was anticipated there, as an ethical 
reading of Adorno? This is interesting, because Negative Dialectics is 
so often read, especially by Habermasians, as an impasse, the end of 
the road for the first generation of the Frankfurt School, a work with 
nowhere to go. 

Cornell If there is one goal which has guided me throughout this pertod 
of my life, it has been taking the ownership, the appropriation, of 
Critical Theory away from Habermas and returning it to its radical 
underpinnings. I do not believe that negative dialectics leads us into the 
impasse. Philosophically, my interest in the ethical came out of my 
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engagement with Adorno. It was there that I realized that what I had 
been struggling to articulate through Hegel was not ethics as Sittlichkeit, 
ethics as cthical life, but the concept of responsibility before ‘what is 
not yet’. 

I was still Hegelian at this time, so even if ‘what is not yet’ is there as 
a negative presence, or a messianic ‘now’, I was searching for a different 
way of understanding the emancipatory moment as it was historically 
produced in its different formations, but also inevitably there. That’s 
what I call the guasi-transcendental meaning of the limit. So I was already 
struggling for something like ‘the ethica! as I used it later on, when I 
read it through Levinas. Although I’ve backed off Levinas a bit now, 
because it’s too sanctimonious for the radicalism of what I mean by the 
limit, and the idea of the thereness of the emancipatory moment as both 
impossible and, because it’s impossible, always unerasable. 

Regarding Derrida, I was initially concerned that the experience of 
deconstruction did not carry enough analysis of the force of the beyond 
as the ethical. So my first encounter with Derrida was quite critical. 
But later, reading Derrida and Benjamin and Adorno together, I came 
to see the absent presence of the ethical in Derrida’s work. 

RP There seem to be two things that are distinctive about your reading 
of Dertida. On the one hand, it is self-consciously opposed to the scep- 
tical, nihilistic reading which is common in some parts of the American 
academy. On the other hand, it’s much stronger than what others take 
to be the ethics of deconstruction, by which they often tend to mean 
little more than an ethics of reading. You want to claim something 
which is much more ethically substantive. 

Cornell Specters of Marx - that is my Derrida: the force of the absence 
of a historicity that marks emancipation as ‘something’ that can’t ever 
be either erased or fully actualized. He says there (p. 75) : 


It was then a matter of thinking another historicity ~ not a new 
history or still less a ‘new historicism’, but another opening of 
event-ness as historicity that permitted one not to renounce, but 
on the contrary to open up access to an affirmative thinking of 
the messianic and emancipatory promise as promise: as promise 
and not as onto-theological or teleo-escatological program or 
design. Not only must one not renounce the emancipatory desire, 
it is Necessary to insist on it more than ever, it seems, and insist 
on it, moreover, as the very indestructibility of the ‘it is necessary’. 


As someone who was trying to struggle with the truth of Hegel’s 
Science of Logic, I was looking for a way to justify the indestructibility 
of the ‘it is necessary’ of the emancipatory desire. If there is one rheme 
that has guided me philosophically, ic has been chat search. 
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RP This sounds like a generalization of something which appears in 
Adorno only in relation to art: the promise of happiness. Your reading 
of Derrida, your Derrida, would recover that promise within the 
temporal structure of all experience. Is that right? 

Cornell The difference between the negativity of Adorno’s view of art 
and Derrida’s understanding of impossibility as what always makes the 
‘jt is necessary’ indestructible is the difference between their under- 
standings of time. On my reading of Derrida, time, or more prectsely 
temporality, keeps open the ‘not yet’, but as part of experience, There 
is never any reason ~ there can’t be — in this real world of ours, for 
us tO give up on our emancipatory desire. 

RP But in the Adornian context, isn’t the affirmation in the act of 
producing the object? 

Cornell But the production is always of an art. It absolutely rejects the 
world as it is. Adorno could only see the promise of happiness as a 
narcissistic return to some kind of imaginary fantasy of childhood, 
perhaps his own. The world that had denied the happiness had to be 
abjected. Art maintained the possibility of redemption in abjection, not 
in political action. For Adorno, the promise of happiness is only the 
promise of happiness, not the destiny of responsibility. Whereas 
Derrida’s ‘it is necessary’ means that we are infinitely responsible before 
the other and, indeed, the otherness of the ‘not yet’— a theme he sounds 
over and over again in the Marx book. In the way I read the philosophy 
of the limit, it is the quasi-transcendental moment which makes the 
messianic hope indestructible. That means there can be no reason for 
giving up. Specters of Marx is so powerful for me because it is as far 
as Derrida has come in putting the present absence of the ‘not yet’ 
before us. 

Interestingly enough, in his ‘two examples of the diverse spirits of 
Marxism’ {and he wants to say we could live up to those spirits in 
many different ways}, one is to intervene in constitutionalism, and fight 
for human rights. He secs that as a feasible way of being true to onc 
of the spirits of Marxism. The ways we live out this emancipatory 
desire, and attempt fidelity to it, could be very diverse. What can’t be 
legitimated is the idea that there is one truth to whar the political can 
be, and that there are limits on political possibility which can tell us 
now that this emancipatory desire is unnecessarily utopian, in the bad, 
unrealizable sense. 

Adorno’s placement of the hope of redemption in the abjection of 
the artist’s work was itself a capitulation to what, in a lovely phrase, 
he called ‘the ideology of lesser expectations’. This led him away from 
the insight (which is so central to Specters of Marx) that because of 
the impossibility of there ever being a truth to the content of emanci- 
pation, the emancipatory desire is both necessary and indestructible 
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- because of the impossibility of a full actualization. This is a very 
different concept of impossibility from the one Adorno has. 


The Philosophy of the Limit 


RP Your renaming of deconstruction as a philosophy of the limit returns 
it to the Kantian tradition. Doesn’t it thereby risk losing the measure 
of its philosophical specificity? You use the term quasi-transcendental, 
for example, but you also write about the immanence of alterity and 
iteration. Isn’t it one of the advantages of Derrida’s Heideggerianism 
that it gets rid of the whole problematic of the transcendental, which 
always produces an opposition to the empirical — all these dualisms — 
returning us instead to something like a pre-transcendental category of 
transcendence, read now as immanent, through the ecstatic structure 
of temporality? The idea of the quasi-transcendental doesn’t seem 
complex enough to grasp that. 

Cornell There are enormous problems with the idea of immanence in 
transcendence in any reading of Derrida, because ir is almost impossible 
to articulate it without returning to Hegel, in a strong sense; without 
returning to the idea of actuality as possibility, to that sense of imma- 
nence, I believed that the truth of Hegel that had to be held on to was 
that actuality and reality had to be rethought. Let’s stare there, with 
Derrida and Hegel, and what Derrida says about ‘hauntology’: time is 
out of joint. 

Temporality means that the very categories of immanence and 
transcendence are shaken up, because there is no concept of the here- 
and-now. When time is out of joint, the dislocale of the emancipatory 
desire, meaning its impossibility of ever being located, is its infinite 
possibility. Immanence and transcendence take us back to a relationship 
between actuality and the real which is, for me, inadequate. 

RP But doesn’t che idea of the transcendental take us out of temporality 
altogether? 

Cornell Well, yes it does, in Kant, that’s undeniable; but it depends what 
we do with Kant. For many years now, I’ve been struggling with Rawls’s 
attempt to redefine Kantian constructivism in a way which is consistent 
with a certain Piercean critique of metaphysics. (I’m not sure that Rawls 
would put it that way, but this is me reading Rawls.) Pm interested in 
whether what I call the philosophy of the limit, and what Rawls calls 
Kantian constructivism, could have some kind of alliance. P've been 
struggling to articulate what that alliance might be via an engagement 
with Charles Pierce. 

However, we’re going to have to specify the political role Kantian 
constructivism plays, because for me feminism is very much about eman- 
cipatory desire and impossibility, and it goes way beyond what Rawls 
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claims for the proper sphere of his Kantian project. What I see as the 
truth of the quasi-transcendental is that time is introduced, but not as 
what we think of as time. It’s much closer to some of the conceptions 
of temporalization to be found in the new physics. 

RP I found your essay on temporality and legal interpretation in The 
Philosophy of the Limit extremely interesting, but I wonder if there’s 
anything specifically deconstructive about your position. Wouldn’t 
Heidegger's notion of existential temporalization from Being and Time 
do just as well? 

Cornell No, I don’t think so at all. I agree with Derrida that sometimes 
what is most ancient is the only way to know what is most new: 
différance. The way that I read Derrida as a philosopher of the limit is 
that there could never be a system that could so self-enclose itself that it 
would not be delimited by its Other. The concept of delimitation, which 
is a way of thinking about the relationship of transcendence to imma- 
nence, is inherent in différance. A field of significance which frames itself 
will always delimit itself, and thereby produce, in that sense of what it 
means to be a delimitation, its Other. There’s no simple return to Kantian 
metaphysics, but for me there is no simple getting rid of Kant either. 

In the United States, Kantianism has gone in two interesting direc- 
tions: the political constructivism of Rawls and the meta-notion of 
validity developed by Pierce. If there’s such a thing as Piercean philos- 
ophy, it’s this meta-view of validity. Now, there’s a moment in Specters 
of Marx, when Derrida talks about living our the diverse spirits of 
Marx, when he evokes a concept of practica] reason that’s very close 
to Pierce. The concept of the limit of theoretical reason is extremely 
important for the way in which what is traditionally called practical 
philosophy has to be rethought, in all of its theoretical claims. 

RP This raises a rather different question about limits: not the limit as 
the production of the possible, infinite possibility, but the limit of what 
you can do wich deconstruction. It is connected to Derrida’s use of the 
idea of the iterative as an opening up of possibilities. My problem is 
this: you have a philosophical argument for the fact that there is this 
space of infinite possibility (although no project can ever be fully 
actualized in it), but you don’t have anything to put in it, since your 
sense of the limit warns that it is both erroneous and dangerous to try 
to fill the gap philosophically. So what goes in it? Politics goes in it. 
But what’s the basis of the politics? What are the principles? What are 
the aims? How do we justify them? We seem to get into a kind of 
stalemate through the philosophical opening up of a practical space, 
the terms of which don’t allow us to use philosophy to justify the way 
in which we occupy it. 

Cornell I don’t think that’s true. This takes us back to my awn trajectory. 
I read Derrida at a particular moment, as a Left Hegelian who’d gone 
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out to actualize the ideal and found some major limits to the process 
of actualization! I had no intention of giving up on being a radical, but 
I needed to rethink the philosophical basis of my radicalism. Derrida 
has helped me elaborate the complexity that has to be part of any 
understanding of being that undermines the simple divide between being 
and non-being. Hegel’s fundamental mistake in The Science of Logic is 
to start as if being, cven as indistinguishable from nothing, could be 
the primary category for investigation, Instead, Derrida begins with 
temporalization, The result is a ‘hauntology’ that effectively undermines 
the traditional categories of transcendence and immanence, and demon- 
strates the experience of deconstruction as the experience of delimitation 
of the possibility of any coming together of philosophical presence. 

If by philosophical principle you mean what Reiner Schiirmann, | 
think correctly, reads the philosophical tradition to mean — a principle 
grounded in the truth of being — then of course there’s no way to 
occupy the philosophical space left open by Schiirrmann’s brilliant 
reading of Heidegger, and his replacement of principle with anarchy. 
What I was left with at the end of The Philosophy of the Limit was 
this indestructible emancipatory desire, as it is necessary, and always 
possible, because it’s impossible. So what does that mean, practically? 
We can’t proceed through Hegel’s Science of Logic to ground the 
principles of ethics in the truth of being. What can we do? This is 
where Charles Pierce comes in. We can begin to rethink the very idea 
of practice at the level of what we call law. This is a very Piercean 
project. What are the different fields of significance? What are the claims 
that can be made for objectivity, and validity, and reason, within those 
fields of significance? Knowing these fields of significance can never be 
philosophically totally bounded doesn’t mean they can’t be analytically 
distinguished. So the question becomes: How can you develop a prac- 
tical philosophy that already assumes the distinction between theoretical 
and practical reason, as the basis of enlightened tolerance? 

RP My worry is to do with the relationship between this philosophical dis- 
course and the construction of social theory. The key term here is ‘theory’. 
Can the idea of theory survive the rigours of a deconstructive pragmatism? 
Some people stil! use the term, but it seems peculiar to describe Derrida as 
having a ‘theory’ of any kind. One effect of Derrida’s influence in the 
social sciences (marginal though it is, if growing) has been a certain liqui- 
dationism in social theory, a certain delegitimation of theory construction 
as philosophically naive. This may not be justified, philosophically, but it 
is very much a part of the intellectual culture of deconstruction in the 
Anglo-American context. What are your views about this? 

Cornell Let me be very clear. A critique of the limits of theoretical reason, 
and of the possibility of uncovering principles in the ground of the truth 
of being, or some other notion of objectivity, does not mean that the 
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field of practical reason is necessarily influenced in any particular 
direction. To fail to note that is to fail to note the disjuncture between 
registers of thought, and, more specifically, the distinction between 
theoretical and practical reason. 

Habermas is trying to think a pure view of practical reason, theo- 
retically; deconstruction tells you why you can’t do that. Pierce already 
understood that there is no such thing as a pure view of practical reason. 
Derrida’s delimitation of the possibility of such a project means that 
Habermas’s project is no longer philosophically justified. That’s true. 
Meanwhile, however, Rawls’s Piercean Kantian constructivism need not 
be touched by this overarching critique of theoretical reason. To be 
honest, 1 never considered myself a deconstructionist. I read Derrida 
out of my Hegelian trajectory. My question is how to think difference 
as it’s relevant to sexual difference, and the field of practical reason 
that I think has to be ‘filled in’ - the space of feminist legal reform. 


Femininity and the Feminine 


RP Let’s get back to that. Could you explain your distinction between 
femininity and the feminine? 

Cornell For me the feminine is identified with femininity as understood 
through Lacan’s symbolic analysis of a cultural order based on patriarchal 
lineage, with a family triangle that dominates because of patritineage. The 
feminine ‘is’ the paradox of being the objective other that does not have 
any adequate symbolization. In its place is the objectification of the 
psychical fantasy of woman. Women are forced to identify, or disidentify, 
with these fantasy structures. One problem for second-wave feminism was 
that we went back and forth between identification, non-identity and dis- 
identification. We were caught up with what it would mean to dismas- 
querade the masquerade. 

RP So you accept the Lacanian masculinization of the symbolic? 

Cornell Partially. For example, 1 see law as an example in which the 
masculinization of the symbolic is so close to being complete that femi- 
nist interventions have found it very difficult to avoid simply replicating 
the psychical fantasy of woman. 

RP But isn’t it always complete, for Lacan, in principle? And doesn’t this 
have certain restrictive consequences for possible political strategies 
which run counter to your use of Derrida? In Beyond Accommodation, 
for example, following Irigaray’s inverted Lacanianism, you say: 
‘Mimesis is the only strategy.’ Yet if one accepts the Derridean critique 
of Lacan ~ which I take to be consistent with the ethical impulse of 
your work — a whole range of refigurations of gender becomes possible, 
beyond those confined by the concept of mimicry. There seems to be 
a tension here. 
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Cornell There is a tension, but | see my own work as much more involved 
in the tragedy. Let me clarify what I mean. I think there is a deep and 
profound engendering on the level of the work of culture; but I also 
think that reconfiguration is always possible within it. My reading of 
Derrida into Lacan is about the truth chat cannot be crue, the reverse 
of the truth, which is fiction. Unlike one reading of Judith Butler in 
Gender Trouble, 1 have much more militantly insisted that there is a 
wound of femininity, and that wound of femininity is something which 
has to be marked in its tragedy. So while I would now elaborate the 
possibilities of reconfiguration much more expansively that I did in 
Beyond Accommodation, | remain ~ at least for today ~ more Lacanian 
than some queer theorists. T want it both ways. My phrase to describe 
the normalization of heterosexuality as inseparable from imposed 
femininity is ‘het hell’ (maybe this is Judith Butler's ‘heterosexual 
hegemony’). I believe there is such a thing as het hell. I believe that 
femininity is profoundly inscribed in het hell, and E believe thar it has 
overwhelming cultural implications. 

RP So het hell is a specific type of normative heterosexuality which is 
socially inscribed at the level of the psyche. But is it fixed in early life 
or can it be changed? 

Cornell It can be changed but only with the greatest difficulty, because 
it is a materialization of the system of gender, and I do believe that it 
is a system. The system operates to enclose itself by materializing this 
reality of gender. You see it in law all the time. 

RP But isn’t this talk of system — your recent use of Luhmann’s systems 
theory — quite different from the Lacanian symbolic? Doesn't it operate 
at a quite different level of analysis? 

Cornell Absolutely. But Lacanianism has two advantages here: (i) it gives 
us a symbolic analysis while still allowing us to socialize a psycho- 
analytic critique (although ir doesn’t give us the tools to do it); and (ii) 
it enriches the concept of the field of significance with the play of uncon- 
scious fantasies, with a very different take on individual investment. 
The struggle to disinvest and make yourself truly unreadable in terms 
of gender categories is long and arduous. I think it’s possible, and I 
think it’s the only hope for everybody, in Adorno’s sense of a promise 
of happiness. The more unreadable you become, the better. Bur it’s a 
long struggle, and you don’t know for sure when you're doing it and 
when you’re not! 

RP There are a couple of phrases that crop up a lot in your work which seem 
to mark an uneasiness about this. One is the ‘feminine imaginary’ — which 
is an odd expression because your theoretical position suggests that the 
imaginary is always feminine, so there seems to be a redundancy there; 
the other is ‘feminine sexual difference’ - which is a strange way of refer- 
ring to sexual difference if the feminine is only one side of the difference. 
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Cornell Now I prefer the feminine within sexual difference. 1 believe that 
there is a system in which the feminine within sexual difference has been 
reduced through the psychical fantasy of woman. In Luhmann’s sense, 
we have a field of observation in which we cannot even see the diversity 
of actual women, Look at bell hooks’ books. Why are certain women 
seen as beautiful? This is a question that she returns to. For her that 
question is inseparable from something I started this interview with: the 
way in which the psychical fantasy of woman is coloured through all 
these notions of attractiveness, as white. What I want to try to do, what 
I’m struggling to do, within the feminine, within sexual difference, is to 
come up with words that separate femininity from the need to open up 
the field of significance that has marked us all as woman. 

I don’t think anyone escapes. I don’t think there’s anyone who starred 
their life as the unreadable other. It’s an achievement, and a big one. 
You need an account of what you are making yourself unreadable 
against; and paradoxically, the feminine within sexual difference is the 
affirmation of the feminine, so the category of the feminine as femininity 
would ultimately transform itself. This is a deconstructive moment. We 
can’t leap over gender hierarchy without having to struggle within the 
wound of femininity. To erase the feminine is not only a philosophical 
mistake; it’s a political mistake which will reinscribe the repudiation of 
the ferninine, a repudiation inseparable from the reinscription of gender 
hierarchy. 

RP How does this relate to gay and lesbian politics? One objection to 
the Lacanian underpinning of this affirmation of the feminine wichin 
sexual difference is that it is fixated with one dimension of sexual 
politics: the heterosexual dimension. 

Cornell I am rethinking my answer to this question. For now, let me say 
that a classic example of the dephallicization of the familial triangle 
occurs when two lesbian mothers insist on the name mummy. f know 
several couples who have done that. [ consider it both a demand for 
the restructuring of the family, a dephallicization of the way in which 
the triangle plays our, with the two parents and the child, a resym- 
bolization of the mother, a resymbolization of the other lover, and a 
political challenge to the very idea of the feminine as designarable as 
the unsymbolizable other, 

Two mothers is an impossibility in the symbolic oedipal scheme, but 
it’s precisely that kind of imagined impossibility that I see as making 
this act so profoundly disruptive of the symbolic fantasy of heterosexual 
family life. Traditional Freudian ego psychology would say that there 
can’t be two mothers. I completely disagree: and this is not just the 
case with a lesbian couple. An adopting mother is always in a relation- 

. ship with another mother. You can deny it, you can repress it, burt 
you’re in a relationship with another mother. 
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Sexual Difference and the Law 


RP Perhaps we could move on to the relationship between sexual differ- 
ence and the law. In the case of abortion, you defend it in terms of 
the right to bodily integrity. Now, on the one hand, this seems to fall 
within a conventional liberal conception of the legal subject, in the sense 
that it’s an ungendered right; bur on the other hand, it’s gendered in 
its application - it has specific consequences when applied to women 
because of their different bodies. Is this as far as legal theory can or 
should go in recognizing sexual difference? 

Cornell Well, we have to ungender rights. Let’s take the question of gay 
and lesbian rights before the law. For me, sexual difference is at stake 
in discrimination against any form of sexuality — transsexual, trans- 
vestite, whatever the person means to claim as their sexuality. There 
was the case of the pilot who decided to add breasts but not be 
castrated. This provoked a huge debate about whether or not he was 
a man or a women. But he was fired because he chose to imagine his 
sexual difference in a different way. I call for legislation against discrim- 
ination on the grounds of any form of sexuate being. The gender 
comparison through which sex discrimination law has been articulated 
so far is conservative of the very idea of sexual difference. 

In the case of the pilot, the pleading had to be that he was ‘really’ a 
woman for purposes of the law in order to have standing to sue for sex 
discrimination. My argument is that part of the legal conservatism of 
feminism is indissociable from the conscious decision of legal feminists 
to separate feminism as a struggle for equal rights for women from sexual 
radicalism. We have to militantly deny that move within legal reform and 
call for equality for all forms of sexuate being. Otherwise, analysis of 
gender hierarchy will not only reinscribe symbolically limiting concep- 
tions of feminine sexual difference, which won't allow its explosive 
power; it will also reinscribe the conservatism that there’s a good 
feminism (meaning not queer feminism} and a bad feminism. That 
conservatism has been a conscious part of legal reform in the United 
States in my lifetime. It’s a big thing for me. Feminist legal reform must 
go back and make up for the wrong direction that was taken. 

Now, in terms of my position on abortion, I don’t think the right 
of bodily integrity exists because we actually have bodily integrity. I 
think it exists because we need to have our imaginary projection of 
ourselves as a person protected, My concept of the imaginary is both 
psychoanalytical and phenomenological. What the right of bodily 
integrity means in the arena of abortion is that the woman has the 
right to imagine her own pregnancy, and the state has no right to 
impose any meaning on it. That means she can mourn, because she 
imagined it as a baby; or she can be indifferent to it. It’s not the state’s 
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business to ask her. There is no inherent meaning to pregnancy. Of 
course, we have these fantasies associated with pregnancy — killing 
mothers and the like ~ but they should not be imposed by the state. 
The bottom line is that women have the right to have an abortion, in 
good medical facilities, fully paid for by the state all the way through 
to the cutting of the umbilical cord, and no one can stop them, In a 
way, it’s ‘liberally argued’, within the concept of bodily integrity; but 
once you turn the meaning of maternity over to women you open up 
all kinds of different possibilities ~ including the legal recognition that 
Mamma Barbara and Mamma Patty are actually two mothers, and that 
it’s wrong to make one the birth mother and one the adopting mother. 

There should be no need for adoption for lesbian mothers, because 
the meaning they give to their act of maternity already makes this their 

_baby. So if you really took it seriously, this argument wouldn’t just 
affect straight women, and it wouldn’t just affect abortion, it would 
affect the whole way that maternity is constructed and governed by the 
state. We have to take these issues away from the state and turn chem 
back into the politics of our lives. Why does the child have to belong 
to only one mother? Where do we get all this from? We get it from 
the enforced patriarchal triangle. But as an adoptive mother I can 
imagine a different relationship with the ‘birch mother’. I should be 
allowed to actualize it. 

RP How does this fit into your notion of transformative legal interpre- 
tation? Given the existing legal tradition, are there not fairly strict 
hermeneutical constraints on how transformative your interpretations 
can be? What if you want legal interpretations that are more transfor- 
mative than the hermeneutical resources of your legal tradition allow? 

Cornell Law is inherently a conserving system; but the right of bodily 
integrity is an enormously powerful one in our culture. It will help 
women lawyers and women justices see pregnancy and maternity differ- 
ently. You can take the right of bodily integrity, change the elaboration 
of its defence, come up with a much more radical articulation, and 
create a paradox within the hermeneutical field itself. Transformative 
interpretation elaborates the right in a disjunctive and paradoxical way, 
and that disjuncture, that paradox, opens up the field. 

However, as somebody who’s not arguing before the court, I also 
want to make a political point. What Pm ultimately saying is that all 
law can do is help zone out certain encroachments on our politics. 
When we look to law for the substantive transformation of this 
hermeneutical field, we are severely mistaken. Law is inherently limited: 
not just by the fact that it distributes force and coercion, but by the 
fact that its field of hermeneutical significance is by definition a con- 
servative system. However, we can intervene in some of the traditional 
hermeneutical parameters offered to us, to protect an imaginary domain 
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in which most of queer and feminist politics has to take place. I have 
written a book on legal reform, but what I hope is that it will get 
women back in the streets again, because the rights of abortion, and 
Medicaid for abortion, and good services for abortion, are not going 
to be won on the level of the courts. And they're certainly not going 
to be protected there. When we marched for it, we got it. When we 
stopped marching, we’ve seen nothing but curtailments. Legal reform 
is not at the heart of feminist politics. 

RP But you still need a positive evaluation of the resources of the existing 
tradition. 

Cornell Not really. The traditional Jegal resources turn on the backdrop 
of Lacan’s symbolic: the absolute taken-for-grantedness of the hetero- 
sexual nuclear family. And the absolute taken-for-grantedness of the 
heterosexual nuclear family means that any call for women to have 
the governing power over their own maternity is a radical demand, even 
if it is liberally expressed. What it shows is that there’s enormous tension 
in the liberalism that publicly articulates itself with its ‘private foun- 
dations’ in the heterosexual matrix. Pm actually very uncomfortable 
with the word ‘liberal’, because in the United States it really means law 
in economics. Dworkin’s liberalism, Rawls’s liberalism, do not domi- 
nate. What dominates is Hobbesian liberalism. 

RP Despite your emphasis on interpretation, you never refer to hermeneu- 
tics in your books. But isn’t transformative lega] interpretation a kind 
of critical hermeneutics? 

Cornell No. Interpretation has to proceed much more through what 
Habermas fears: paradox and performative contradictions. The legal 
field blocks off legal engagement as part of the public domain from the 
thoroughgoing challenge to the status of femininity. You can’t simply 
enter the feminine internally. You can enter it from the standpoint of 
bodily integrity, yes, but when you plug the feminine into it the Right 
starts going haywire. It’s like a television that doesn’t work. It can’t 
mean anything. For critical hermeneutics, on the other hand, there is a 
field of significance and everything is within it. (Maybe this is the 
Lacanian moment that I won’t give up about the feminine.) The symbol- 
ization of the feminine within sexual difference is not within the 
hermeneutical field of legal significance at this time, yet feminist jurispru- 
dence has continuously tried to operate within the encoded definitions 
of femininity that are part of that hermeneutical field. 

RP So you associate hermeneutics with a Gadamerian sense of the given? 

Cornell I don’t think that you can take it away from that. Part of the 
reason | was attracted to Luhmann was that I wanted to talk about 
the systemization of meaning, the materialization of meaning, but I also 
wanted to talk about its violent bordering against certain forms of 
inclusion. What happens when you start to introduce the feminine as 
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a legal subject in kinship systems is that you find there’s no place for 
it in this field of meaning. There’s no place for the articulation of che 
feminine Other as equal subject in the law, at this time, without utterly 
exploding the current conjuring of the heterosexual matrix, and the 
concept of the subject. It’s that basic to our legal system. 


Politics and Society 


RP Perhaps we could move on to the question of the relationship between 
the law and society. There has been a wide-ranging debate in Britain 
over the last decade about the virtues of a written constitution. In 
Britain, at present, there’s no distinction berween constitutional and 
statute law. Partly in reaction to Thatcherism, there has been a growing 
Left-liberal movement in favour of a written constitution and a Bill of 
Rights: the suggestion being that if there had been a Bill of Rights, the 
Thatcher government could not have restructured the state in the way 
in which it did, because there would have been constitutional barriers 
to, for example, the removal of certain trade union rights. What is your 
view about such arguments? 

Comell Well, Pve thought about it a lot in the course of my life as a 
union organizer, because I was quite an anarcho-syndicalist in my youth. 
l always had deep suspicions about relying on law as anything other 
than a practical weapon for political movements, particularly trade 
union movements. But overall in a long process of thinking about it, 
I’ve concluded that the consolidation which law offers can help prevent 
exhaustion. It’s difficult to fight the same battle over and over again. 
However, I also think that constitutional history, as invested in by 
Federal Court judges, kept some of Reagan’s economic ‘reforms’ at bay. 
I really do. At that time, the Left was very weak in this country, and 
keeping certain repressive measures at bay has left open a little more 
space. The legalization of feminism (its increasing concern with legisla- 
tive reform) has to do with the sense of overwhelming powerlessness 
that took place in the United States during the Reagan period, 

At the same time, there are serious weaknesses in che United States, 
because of the power of law in the popular imagination. People think 
that law does much more good to men and women on the street chan 
it actually does, For example, in the fight against sex discrimination, 
the expense of a law suit makes it almost impossible for any ordinary 
woman, or man, to fight back legally. 

RP What forms do you see radical social movements taking now, 
accepting the limitations and the conservative character of the law, and 
the connection of the whole US party system to big capital? 

Cornell There is some discussion about trying to develop a third party, 
but it’s never worked before in the United States, because this is such 
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an entrenched tradition. Our union movement has been practically 
destroyed - that’s a case where law did nothing to protect it. We don’t 
really have, at this point in history, a popular place of mobilization. 
It’s hard to tell whether a revival of the union movement is possible. 
Right now, every year the United States loses union members. It’s down 
to 11 per cent of the workforce and falling. The unions are enormously 
conservative. The political unions I worked in never really succeeded 
in overcoming the anti-communism of McCarthyism. This is a really 
very powerfully reactionary country. Still, I believe we must continue 
to struggle. For example, as feminists, we should have backed the union 
effort by Una Zel Wiegers in the pornography industry, rather than 
focusing primarily on legal regulation of the industry. As a form of 
popular organization, the idea of a union is clearly not dead. 

RP And do you think feminism exists as a social movement in the United 
States at this time? 

Cornell Yes. It’s such a profound phantasm that it’s endlessly attacked! 
It may not be anything you can belong to, but we know who we are 
when we're attacked. We know the enemy. So yes, it exists but it’s fost 
its organizational force. The legalization of feminism has now become 
the focus of the attacks: ‘they’re trying to control sexuality, they’re 
trying to regulate pornography, etc.’ It’s affected what | call the long 
and arduous struggle to become unreadable. That’s what Judith Butler 
and I share: the aim is to be so unreadable that what our gender is 
could, in fantasy at least, be untranslatable, 

What happened with the decline of the solidarity of the 1970s is that 
many women reverted to traditional forms of normative heterosexuality. 
In my new life as a mother, in playgroup, I’m the only mother who 
works. There’s no subsidization of child care in the United States. When 
it is not endlessly contested, and when alternative forms of the most 
basic sense of support are not provided, the engendering system reasserts 
itself. You can see how little feminism has reached into the cultural 
encodings of women. But | am commanded in my responsibility to my 
daughter to continue to hope and to affirm my politica! activism. 


Interviewed by Peter Osborne 
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Setting to Work (Transnational 
Cultural Studies) 


Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 


Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak is Avalon Foundation Professor in the 
Humanities at Columbia University, New York, and the author of 
several highly influential collections of essays in literary and cultural 
theory and the politics of criticism: in Other Worlds (1988), Outside 
in the Teaching Machine (1993) and The Spivak Reader (1996), 
published by Routledge. Spivak made her name in the 1970s as the 
translator of the English-language edition of Of Grammatofogy, by 
Jacques Derrida — a figure almost unheard of at the time in the 
Anglo-American academy — to which she contributed an extraordi- 
nary eighty-page Translator’s Preface. Associated since then with 
the growth of deconstruction in North America, Spivak has been 
perhaps its most creative practitioner, extending its range far 
beyond that of its originator in a four-way exchange with Marxism, 
feminism and Subaltern Studies. A frequent exponent of the inter- 
view form (see her collection The Post-Colonial Critics: Interviews, 
Strategies, Dialogues, 1990), she is also the translator and inter- 
preter of the fiction of the Bengali writer Mahasweta Devi; a 
collection of which, imaginary Maps: Three Stories by Mahasweta 
Devi, appeared in 1995. 

Notable in its early phase for both the tenacity and consistency 
of its anti-essentialism, Spivak’s work has become increasingly 
concerned with the institutional sites of cultural agency, as the 
productive focus of signifying power. By thus attempting to read 
Derrida and Foucault through each other, Spivak has moved beyond 
the more purely textual deconstruction of her colleagues, towards 
the elaboration of a new theoretical approach to the study of power 
as cultural form. 
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RP Could I begin by asking you to situate your recent work within the 
field of deconstructive criticism in America? You once described your- 
self as ‘a Marxist outsider in the deconstructive establishment’, Do you 
still see yourself that way? Somehow it doesn’t seem to do justice to 
the specificity of your position any more. 

Spivak Well, I am definitely an outsider, although ‘Marxist’ may now be 
a little inaccurate. In terms of my work, the way I am an outsider is 
very much influenced by the length of time that I’ve been reading 
Derrida. It’s twenty seven years now, and I’ve read him with some care. 
I stopped reading the stuff as it was coming out in the middle, but then 
I started again, very carefully. So the importance of deconstruction to 
my way of thinking is a solid fact of my intellectual life. On the other 
hand, although E have always tried to work with these ideas I'm not 
interested in proving myself a Derridean. Meanwhile, a whole decon- 
structive circus has developed, to which I really don’t belong, and I am 
bemused by this phenomenon. 

RP I was thinking more in terms of what you have tried to do with the 
ideas. The thing that struck me most forcibly about your recent collec- 
tion, Outside in the Teaching Machine, was the way it’s held together, 
framed, by the interview about anti-essentialism at the beginning and the 
essay about transnationality at the end. It suggests a certain logic to your 
development, if that’s not too strong a term, which goes something like 
this. First, there was the deconstructive critique of essentialism, This led 
a lot of people to a generalised anti-essentialist position, which was soon 
revealed to have problems of its own. (It is difficult to think its relation 
to practice.) Your way of dealing with this was to inflect the decon- 
structive understanding of anti-essentialism into a defence of ‘strategic’ 
essentialism. This was very popular with those wanting to combine their 
anti-essentialism with politics; specifically, a politics of identity. Next, 
however (in the interview with Rooney), came the critique of strategic 
essentialism. This was a political critique directed at the effects of 
generalizing strategy into theory. It’s connected to your attempt to think 
about agency - institutional agency - in a new way. Now, there seems 

.to be a lot more than deconstruction going on here, even the decon- 
struction of a ‘Marxist outsider’. At one point, for example, you talk 
about ‘complicating’ both economic and philosophical theory by cultural 
material, How does that relate to your understanding of deconstruction? 

Spivak Rather directly, I think, for I understand the word ‘culture’ in this 
context in a deconstructive, nominalist way: as a name lent to a complex 
strategic situation in a particular society. 

RP And what is it about this situation which makes essentialism the wrong 
strategy? 

Spivak I had something fairly simple in mind: namely, that US culture is so 
profoundly personalist and nationalist - a peculiar kind of nationalism, 
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[I admit, but still a very nationalist culture — that the strategic use of 
essentialism was bound to become a simple convenience for identitarians, 
First it was a strategy, a repeated strategy, whenever the need arose, but 
still a strategy; then it became a theory. But my problem was with what it 
could strategically be used for and against. That’s the thing that made me 
rethink it. 

RP And the thinking of institutional agency which is to replace it? What 
is its theoretical form? 

Spivak You have to remember that I’m taking the word institution in a 
very broad sense here to refer to something that is instituted, an insti- 
tuted script within which one acts, acts in that robust sense where one 
interprets a sign or understands a role. And what Pm doing is learning 
to learn. I’m trying to learn from real subalternity, even as we keep in 
mind the question of democratic agency in countries where the largest 
part of che electorate is the rural subaltern. It involves an incredible 
spending of both time and money, and a giving of skill and so on, in 
order to have that opportunity. One has the mosr extraordinary series 
of experiences if one is trying to learn within this collision of two insti- 
tuted scripts: a rights-bascd notion of democracy and the various 
responsibility-based ethical ‘systems’ that shore up subalternity. This 
provides the possibility of what, for the Derrideans, would be a situation 
of responsibility — with responses running from both sides. 

Now, when you think about institution in that way, as something 
already in place which allows you to act as an agent, then you're not 
just thinking abour institutions in the conventional sociological sense. 
That to me is more important than taming essences. Basically it’s about 
learning the marks of the material essences in which agencies are located. 
I find the idea that something socially constructed is anti-essentialist 
boring. I would say: what is ‘socicty’ if not an essence? 

And I’m not talking about masqucrade. Getting into the skin of a 
role, learning the marks, is not a masquerade. It’s a radical institution 
of another script in an already constituted agent. This is not very far 
from the notion of the instituted trace. Yet it is also very far, because 
the context is different. Remember where Derrida talks about différance 
never appearing outside its text, in the essay ‘Différance’? In the first 
version, Allison translated it as ‘context’, And he wasn’t far wrong. It 
isn’t the colloquial sense of context, of course, but that’s what is meant 
by this instituted script. 

RP In your own work, the context is some notion of the transnational, 
is it not? Could you say something about your use of the idea of trans- 
nationality, what it means for cultural study, and how it relates to ideas 
of the national and the international? 

Spivak I took the word ‘transnational’ from the discussions of the structure 
of companies. I used it to get around both the word ‘international’ and 


166 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 


the merctricious notion of the ‘post-national’ which is very trendy 
nowadays. It’s part of radical chic, because the well-placed migrant 
community, the so-called hyphenated Americans, the real culrure-wallas, 
think that what's happening to them is basically what’s happening. It’s 
an old mistake, but unfortunatcly it’s being rehearsed once again. It goes 
along with the idea of globalization as a kind of a ‘good thing’. 
Globalization is actually an alibi word to cover Americanization. If 
America is understood as the dominant force in the three main trans- 
national agencies (the IMF, the World Bank and GATT, now being 
supplanted by the World Trade Organization), and you call it ‘global- 
ization’, then for some reason it becomes a good thing. This is where 
post-nationality plays its game, because in the context of a First World 
space your migrants have no sense of nationalism old-style. it allows them 
to put a cap on the North-South divide. And when they go on their sol- 
idarity tourism binges, they don’t spend enough time. So when they sce 
these satellite dishes here and there in the restricted rural areas thar they 
travel in (it’s the same areas that are worked over by the World Bank}, 
they find enough examples floating around. If you want to see global- 
ization, you'll see globalization. Nice. But you won’t understand it. 

What l am interested in is the financialization of the globe in terms 
of these three transnational agencies. lf you want to be extremely formu- 
laic, you could say that the South (the new code name for the Third 
World after the fall of the Soviet Union} is assisting the North in 
sustaining its lifestyle, and this is managed in the name of aid coming 
the other way. This is ‘development’. Now — I’m coming to culture - 
in the context of all this, what one needs to notice is how something 
called ‘culture’ (in many diffcrent ways, shapes and forms) is negotiated 
in order to take various kinds of positions on these issues. This use of 
‘culture’ ~ use, not content — finds something like a description in 
Foucaults account of how he uses the word ‘power’. This is what I 
was invoking earlier as nominalism: ‘a name that one lends to a complex 
strategic situation in a particular society’. There is a loose set of enoncés 
which constitutes something like a cultural cluster, It is with them that 
the negotiations are undertaken. This is very different from claiming a 
cultural identity. 

RP How does this approach relate to the transformation of comparative 
literature — to the idea of transnational cultural studies as an outcome 
of the deconstruction of comparative literature? 

Spivak At its best, the notion of comparative literature is anchored in 
language learning, getting into the skin of a language. If this really 
could be operative in transnational culture studies, it would be great. 
Anthropological language learning, even at its best, does not get under 
the skin of language. You don’t compute with the software of that 
language when you are working in that way. The anthropological is by 
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definition not learning to learn, but learning enough in order to 
transcode for another audience, generally anthropologists. This last is 
mainly what comparative literature does in a literary way. I fear the 
received notion of comparative literature will explode in my kind of 
culture studies. 


Post-Coloniality and Hybridity 


RP What is the relationship of this kind of transnational cultural studies 
to the concept of the post-colonial? Does the post-colonial function as 
a unifying concept for the current historical moment here? This is 
increasingly how it appears to function for some — as a heuristic concept 
for redefining the field around a single point. 

Spivak Namely? 

RP Decolonization. It provides a periodization of history according to a 
colonial/post-colonial divide, as opposed to modes of production, for 
example, or political conjunctures. 

Spivak ‘Post-colonial’ ... 1 must say that this word, like ‘subaltern’, has 
really bitten the dust. I don’t know what to do with it any more. I still 
‘use it, just as I use the word subaltern, but [ feel a sense of the vanity 
of human wishes when I use those words. Do you want me to continue, 
since I seem so sad? 

RP Yes, please ... 

Spivak J mean it quite seriously. Anything that’s related to any kind of 
migrating skin colour is suddenly called post-colonial in some university 
curriculum or description of what someone does. In this country, it’s 
distinguished from Afro-American, Native American and so on, but it 
really just means new unmigrants. What bothers me is that it’s taken 
up by so many as a kind of good work. It means we have survived 
colonialism. But when some of us used the word ‘post-colonial’ to begin 
with, we really meanr the beginning of economic colonialism, fully- 
fledged. I’m not a Leninist, but that thing of Lenin’s about capitalism 
turning into imperialism was a solid insight. In a certain sense, this 
transnational stuff is a reconstellation of Marx’s object of study. In that 
context, post-colonial was used by us as a name for the mauguration 
of neo-colonialism in state contexts. Now it just means behaving as if 
colonialism didn’t exist. 

RP Nonetheless, even in your sense, in the sense that had a political edge, 
whete it was a word for neo-colonial, might it not mark the inauguration 
of a new global period in economic relations, with a different political 
shape? Or is it too specific to national contexts? The periodization doesn’t 
seem to work for Latin America, for example. 

Spivak No, it doesn’t and I’ve said that. 1 agree with you completely. 
‘Those of us who were thinking the post-colonial in the early days were 
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taking the model of colonialism from the nation-state colonialism of 
Western Europe. In my Marx seminar, I'm reading Stalin’s papers on 
colonialism and the national question; not because Stalin is so great, 
but because I want my students to see thar all this talk about multi- 
national empires is not new. People thought about it before: the Russian, 
the Jlapsburg, the Ottoman. Now, with the Commonwealth of 
Independent States and the Russian Federation, and all of the problems 
of ethnic cleansing which go back to unsettled debts in the Ottoman 
Empire (or rather, these three empires moving together), we can’t think 
of post-coloniality in terms only of nation-state colonialism, We have 
to think of it in different ways. Otherwise, it becomes more and more 
a study of colonial discourse, of then rather than now. You can no 
longer whinge on about imperialism. We're looking at the failure of 
decolonization. That’s why I find these new laments about imperialism 
really ... 

Bangladesh, South Africa, even these places don’t fit the old model. 
The only three places that distinctly fit the model are India, Algeria, 
and maybe Nigeria. The differences are much more interesting. In the 
strict sense, the failure of decolonization has gone so far that it’s almost 
no use calling these places post-colonial at all. Whereas if you follow 
the Lenin line, neo-colonialism is changing its shape constantly: with 
the new world order, the North-South divide, the collapse of non- 
alignment, and GATT playing a completely different role. During the 
GATT round, they waited and waited and waited and the Soviet Union 
fell and fell and fell. Now that was interesting. That’s not post- 
coloniality. There you really saw how the transnational was moving. 
And what has happened as a result? Economic restructuring, economic 
underdevelopment, to use an old-fashioned term. One area is the super- 
exploitation of women: home-working, post-Fordist fax-based 
unorganized casual women’s work, Even the export processing zones 
and international subcontracting are already a bit in the past. Even neo- 
colonialism has too old-fashioned a ring to it. There is space for a 
reconstellation of the Marxist project here. 

l have just seen what happens when benevolent First World women 
are clueless about this in the farce of the Cairo conference. There was 
no concept of transnationality there. You have to get into it to see how 
much development is an alibi for exploitation, how much it’s a scam: 
the responsibility for the entire world’s ills is between the legs of the 
poorest women of the South. George Bush was reported as saying after 
the Rio conference: ‘Our lifestyle is not negotiable.’ So many stories in 
the mainstream media are based on sensationalist details and human 
intercst, without any emphasis on the critique of international capital. 
But if that critique were attended to, and if these women were 
not reduced to untheorized producers of human interest stories and 
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sensationalist details, there would be a much broader context for what 
one can call transnational culture studies. It would set it to work, so 
it could become a means rather than an end, rather than just a refur- 
bishment of comparative literature. These are idiotically hope-filled 
words, I know, but there they are. 

RP What about the atrempt to rethink the concept of culture itself through 
the idea of colonial difference, in terms of some generic notion of 
hybridity? What do you make of that? 

Spivak Well, if you take hybridity in the narrow sense, there is an implicit 
assumption that there is something which is pure. But if you consider 
the hybrid as general, so that you have a sort of non-exhaustive 
taxonomy of different kinds of hybridity, then the old problems still 
obtain. On the other hand, when the word culture is used in the same 
way as Foucault uses the word power (to give a name to a complex 
Strategic situation in a particular society), chere I see that you can use 
the idea of hybridization. Let me tell you what the complex strategic 
situation is, and what the particular societies are. 

The particular societies are developed states. The complex strategic 
situation is where people have come hoping for justice under capitalism. 
They see that the dominant European cultures are saying chat the 
rational abstractions of civil society (not in the World Bank sense, but 
in the old Enlightenment sense, bitrgerliche Gesellschaft) have an appro- 
priate cultural subject. They question this. That is che complex strategic 
situation. So one thing which may be suggested by the claim chat culture 
is something that determines you beyond the principle of reason is that 
access to the rational abstractions of civil society should not mean 
having to fit the appropriate cultural subject, because there ain’t ceally 
any such thing. No migrant community will or should ever give up the 
claim for civil rights. In those contexts there is sometimes even a demand 
for the acknowledgement of locatable so-called ‘cultural practices’, often 
on the bodies of women: clitoridectomy, the veil ... But I think it is 
a mistake to transform that into a theory of hybridity, because then 
you have the two problems that I talked about before. 

Everyone is a hybrid, good and fine. But if you take it in the narrow 
sense that some people are more hybrid than others, and then you talk 
about the hybridization of the globe, that’s the narcissism of the new 
cosmopolitan academic. There is a hybridity from above and one from 
below. There is a situation where claims to hybridity are positive and 
a situation where claims to hybridity are negative. To use an example 
I’ve used a million times, it’s like using weight loss as your analytical 
category when some people are starving and some people are dieting, 
when some people are anorexic and some people are on hunger strike. 
Others are doing penance. Some think this is fate. Some are being 
good women and allowing their men to be fed, etc. You can’t use a 
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generalized notion of weight loss to analyse how people are. It’s a 
similar problem. The hybridity problem has something to do with the 
incredible error of demographic notions that take whole populations as 
examples. For that reason I find it less than interesting. 

RP Isn’t there a more general notion of culture at work in your essay 
‘Who Claims Alterity?’? There is a nice definition there of cultural 
politics as ‘subject production’. 

Spivak Yes, but that can be taken on board in locking at how situations 
are negotiated. What’s the problem? Is it too neat? In a way the clarity 
of that essay has become muddied, because frankly I know a little more 
now. Bur Pm glad you like the piece. 


Conference Culture 


RP Let’s switch topics slightly. You pass through a lot of different cultural 
spaces in your travels. I wondered how you thought about your own 
cultural function, Do you consider yourself an intellectual as opposed 
to an academic, for example? Or don’t you accept this classical distinc- 
tion between intellectuals and academics? 

Spivak This distinction always raises my hackles. I just wrote a piece for 
Frontier, a Calcutta-based journal, about the radical chic elements in 
the academy and those on the fringes of the academy. The academy is 
much broader than just salaried university positions. Of course, there 
is a person who is very recognizably only an academic; and there is a 
person who is very recognizably, self-declaredly, non-academic and an 
intellectual - someone who writes for the Voice, as opposed to someone 
who’s just teaching courses on Victorian prose. There is that sort of 
thing. But given the incredible proliferation of conferences, it’s the 
conference culture that we have to think about. Given the international 
conference culture, the old distinction berween the academic and the 
intellectual is beginning to waver a little. 

RP How is the division of intellectual labour affected by the inter- 
nationalization of the conference circuit? There seems to be a new level 
of mobility required these days to perform certain intellectual functions. 
Might it be that the public function traditionally associated with the 
intellectual is now, ironically, only open to certain academics? 

Spivak If we were to sit down and look at who goes to speak at these 
conferences, we would find that there are plenty of people who are not 
attached to academic institutions. 

RP Perhaps, but isn’t the character of the discourse defined by those who 
circulare through them with greater regularity? 

Spivak Pm not so sure, although there is certainly a regimentation there. 
There is a proliferation of establishment figures, radical or otherwise, 
producing foregone conclusions, like election polls. Recently I refused to 
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bring one of my most interesting friends from activist circuits in the South 
to a conference on war, because I felt that there would be no way he could 
relate without loss of respect to its interminable analysis of videographic 
production of war. I felt that in the generalized conference culture, where 
intellectual and academic in the old dispensation sit down together and 
talk, this person would be an outsider. Outsiders stand out and quite often 
they are asked to give a flavour of ‘rea!’ mternationality. The conference 
culture is peculiar. It has a life of its own. And it changes quickly. 

RP How does all this relate to your conception of transnational culture 
studies? Are intellectual cultures becoming less national? 

Spivak I don’t think this has anything to do with transnational culture 
studies. The conference culture is an object of investigation for trans- 
nationa! culture studies. It’s field work. Even at the so-called activist 
conferences to which I go the power of the conference culture takes 
them over. Transnational culture studies involves detail (conferences 
don’t involve detail) and it involves knowing, among other things, the 
metastructures of conference production. Conferences are alibis of 
various kinds, and not only in university contexts. 

RP How about the effect of the conference circuit on academic writing? 
In the USA, the talk seems to be the economic base of academic literary 
production. Books are series of essays which are actually collections of 
talks. Very few people write books as such, in the sense of sustained 
pieces of book-length writing conccived as a whole. You do a lot of 
interviews, for example. 

Spivak I hate interviews. It’s true. I am in the unhappy position of a 
person most of whose written work comes out of teaching, which is 
both like and unlike interviews, because it’s not sustained. For example, 
today | was teaching Jane Eyre and a couple of the students had read 
an old piece I wrote called ‘Three Women’s Texts and a Critique of 
Imperialism’ in which I discussed Jane Eyre. It made me think very 
seriously about how that article came to be. Ir was a great discovery 
for me because Pd read Jane Eyre as a child and not noticed the implicit 
imperialist presuppositions. But now it’s come full circle. I spent two 
hours persuading the students how one must get under the skin of Jane 
Eyre, because they were just pointing fingers at Jane’s imperialism. I 
finally had to say to them: ‘Anyone who believes the Third World needs 
aid is an imperialist. Beware of just noticing imperialists in the last 
century!’ The horror of the talk-essay is that it’s read like a book. 
Subject changes and institutional-technologica! changes are not isotem- 
poral. So it’s a problem for me that I, like anybody else, cannot write 
hooks any more. They come out of essays and it’s a problem. 

RP Are you saying that the forms of reception don’t change fast enough? 

Spivak Yes. And the essay, as a form of donation, is close to ephemeral, 
at least situation-specific. Add this to the troublesome business of 


172 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 


information-command substituting for learning; although I know it’s 
supposed to be very much with the times, postmodern, and so on. For 
example, when you said, ‘Let’s switch’ earlier, I could see that actually 
you meant ‘Shift F3’, at least on WordPerfect. More and more | think 
that’s what Pn doing to myself, switching. Document 2 is coming up 
right now. It’s both better and worse. One doesn’t think this through 
carefully enough, because of the fear of being called old-fashioned. Mine 
is not the kind of old-fashioned complaint that American children watch 
TV too much, that they don’t read enough, that kind of nonsense. I 
just think we’re declaring a rupture too soon. 

RP What about your experience of the visual art community? (I’m 
thinking of your involement in the Alfredo Jarr exhibition at the 
Whitechapel Gallery in London a couple of years ago, among other 
things.) It seems to be one of the few places outside the academy where 
explicitly philosophical ideas can be conveyed to wider audiences; albeit 
not without a certain pretension. 

Spivak Let's just say it was a learning experience. In principle, it’s a very 
good idea, but the culture of the museum is nor so easily undone; 
although it’s good to attempt to undo it. It’s a mistake to think that 
it has been undone simply because you have wanted to undo it. The 
staging of a desire is not its fulfilment. There is a great deal to learn 
on both sides, and not enough effort to do so yet. Let me compare this 
to something we both know well: collections of so-called political essays. 
Look at the last paragraphs. See how, after a whole series of basically 
sensationalist details, last paragraphs talk about what should be done. 
Tf those changes were to come about, those vast systemic changes, divine 
intervention would be required. It’s always in the last paragraphs. 


Ethical Metaphysics and Derrida’s Marx 


RP You spoke earlier of a reconstellation of the Marxist project. Recently, 
along with his ‘ethical turn’, Derrida seems to have loosened his sense 
of the theoretical specificity of deconstruction in a way which brings it 
much closer to a Marxist sense of critique. (Yesterday, for example, at 
the New School for Social Research, he said, ‘It’s important thar we 
criticize or deconstruct the UN Charter.’} You have always upheld a 
very rigorous distinction between deconstruction and critique. How do 
you view these developments in Derrida’s work, and his Spectres of 
Marx in particular? 

Spivak I don’t see these changes the way you do. Okay, so Derrida increas- 
ingly allows himself to use a popularized vocabulary of deconstruction 
when he is in certain crowds. Who am I to be a purist? People have 
quite often thought that I was a hopeless vulgarizer of deconstruction. 
But I wouldn’t put that on the same level as the ethicization of 
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deconstruction. I am much less troubled by this turn toward the ethical 
than you seem to be. I am interested in Derrida talking about the inde- 
constructibility of justice, the experience of the impossible, the notion 
of the gift and responsibility and so on. In the early days, there was a 
lot of junk spoken abont deconstruction because people wouldn’t read 
carefully enough. You know: it was like a paralysis, it was a nihilism, 
it denied that there was a subject, etc. The thinking of gift and respon- 
sibility has not become common currency, but it would change those 
received ideas; and in some ways it goes back as far as the thinking of 
différance in 1968, 

Back then, Derrida was able to say rather nicely to the philosophical 
crowd, ‘Listen here, if you want to avoid the classic error of philos- 
ophy, you can do this and this and this.? Whereas now, that you can 
do this and this and this has become much more complicated. The first 
phase was picked up by the free-playing deconstructars. This phase has 
been picked up by the heavy-handed smugglers, the ethical meta- 
physicians. They just love this stuff. In the old days, the game-playing, 
smaller surrealists loved that stuff too. Pm not worried by this and I 
don’t relate it to the habit of somewhat loose speech in popular contexts. 

RP But isn’t there something irreducibly metaphysical about the indecon- 
structibility of justice? The last time we did an interview (in 1988) you 
said that there was a point at which it looked as if Derrida was going to 
become ‘son of Heidegger’, but he never did. Now, with the turn to ethics, 
it looks to me as if he might be taking up the mantle once again. The 
thing that strikes me, personally, about the Marx book is not what most 
people are getting excited about ~ the fact that Derrida has said that we 
ought to keep reading Marx: of course, big deal — bur that it’s really a 
counterpart to (a continuation of) his book on Heidegger. 

Spivak No! 

RP In the sense that it is involved in the development of a new kind of 
ethical ontology - an anti-ontology of the phantasm, if you like. 

Spivak The connection is the ghost, yes, who could deny that? But more 
and more now Derrida distinguishes his position from Heidegger. 
Perhaps that’s a sign of becoming the ‘son of’, perhaps it’s the same 
thing. I.wouldn’t disagree. But I do disagree about the Marx book. I 
have a piece called ‘Responsibility’ in boundary 2, where | offer a very 
schoolmarmish reading of Of Spirit in which I suggest that Derrida is 
pulling out all the stops of his method in chat book. It’s a book that’s 
extremely hard to understand if you are not one of his ‘schoolmates’. 
It’s a book where everything methodological has been brought to bear, 
including the famous use of typography, the relation of footnotes to 
text, all that side of it. Now, it is because the relationship between 
Derrida and Heidegger is one of such close critical intimacy that the 
book is like that. With the Marx book, it’s exactly the opposite. 
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The relationship between Derrida and Marx is not that close. In the 
Heidegger book there is a distancing through an incredible intimacy; in 
the Marx book there is an invocation of intimacy where there is none. 
In fact, the Marx book is written almost in the language that we were 
talking about earlier, the one Derrida uses when he is playing the elder 
statesman. In the last chapter of Spectres, for example, when he talks 
about Marx’s relationship to Stirner and how exchange value is the 
origin of capital, how the commodity starts jumping and how Marx 
really thinks that a disappearance of the ghost is right around the corner, 
how important the religious is in the ideological thinking of ideology 
and so on, every detail is fuzzy because Derrida is not sure of the detail, 
This appropriation of Marx within the religious is finally disappointing. 
I hope that it’s an enthusiastic aberration in the direction of writing in 
that way. It does seem that it’s not the tip of an iceberg, the Marx 
book. It’s all there is in Derrida on Marx. 

RP Nonetheless, more broadly, isn’t there an increasingly positive content 
to Derrida’s ethical concepts? Isn't he naming things which were previ- 
ously never to be named? 

Spivak Give me an example. 

RP The messianic promise. Why is this the name for the utopian promise 
inherent in the temporality of every utterance? There seems to be a 
systematic project here — to give a new ethical content to what Heidegger 
says about ecstatic-horizonal temporality in Being and Time — and it 
looks rather like a traditional philosophical meta-ethics. Don’t you lose 
the specificity of each engagement? 

Spivak No, you don’t and PH tell you why: because of the constant 
reminder of singularity, the singularity of the arrivant. It is a peculiar 
singularity, because it is not specified in terms of identity. And, para- 
doxically, the choice of the ‘messianic’ is specific to Derrida’s cultural 
production, 

RP It sounds like a generic singularity. 

Spivak No, definitely not. Derrida’s thinking of the ghost, for example, 
is a catachresis of the ghost. The word is being used in such a way 
that you will not find a literal reference for it. It’s not a generic notion 
of something ghostly. ‘The ghost, if there is any’; ‘the gift, if there is 
any’ — he says it all the time. The people who think that I’m out to 
lunch when I talk about the nominalism of deconstruction, it is they 
who are committed to the old-fashioned ethical position that you're 
talking about. The singularity of the arrivant is different from the 
messiah. There are many singularities. 

Oddly, 1 didn’t get into alf this talking about the ghost because of 
Derrida, but by reading James Mooney. He’s a crazy fate nineteenth- 
century anthropologist, who was enraged against the US functionaries 
in the West and went and talked to a Jot of the Sioux. He wrote this 
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extraordinary book on the Sioux ghost dance. This was how I became 
interested in this incredible desire to turn ancestors into ghosts that 
would haunt one, so that one could think of a future that would be 
like something that had been there before. Because of the collision with 
the whites, ritua] was not sufficing any more. That’s the central insight 
of the subalternist historians, as to what the subaltern does: religion 
comes to a crisis. That’s what got me going on ghosts. 


A New International? 


RP What do you make of Derrida’s gesture towards a New International? 

Spivak I?m very sympathetic to him wanting to say something about the 
way the world is out of joint, but | must admit that | find this part of 
the book rather difficult to take, this notion of the International — the 
First, the Second, the Third, the Fourth and now the New. Especially 
since he says that he’s not thinking of any organization. The old dream 
of the International, human rights becoming economically aware, but 
without any organizing? 

Wallerstein says that the problem with the new social movements, 
which are the hope for the future, is thac they want state power. So 
they're going to run into the same problem as_nineteenth-century 
socialism: Second International, not New, but Second. Now, this does 
not hold with the non-Eurocentric new social movements of which I 
have good knowledge of two: the ecological movement and the women’s 
movement specific to the South. They can’t think about taking state 
power at this point in the new world ordet, when even if the state 
wanted redistribution, which it doesn’t, its redistributive powers have 
been completely eroded, one by one, by all the economic constraints 
imposed upon them. In a situation like that, these movements are very 
far from the idea of an International, and yet they work globally, and 
they really are connected with the power of the subaltern. The Chipko 
movement made the World Bank take a step back from Narmada, 
although it doesn’t mean that they have really succeeded, because 
transnational agencies are in place. It is a very different form of 
locational agency, when local self-management is a real threat globally. 
It runs interference. That’s very diffecent from any idea of a new 
International. 

There are important new directions of resistance where Marxism has 
been reconstellated in various ways since the experiment of international 
communism showed itself to have certain kinds of problem. Derrida’s 
readerly involvement with the text of that practice has not been very 
close, This shows up in his talk about technology. He brings in some 
of the slightly dated fashionable names like Virilio, just referring to 
them, but there is no mention of what electronification has meant 
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to international capitalism. This is a huge gap. There’s talk about how 
there is no real public space in telematic societies, therefore the state 
is not that important. But in economic restructuring one of the first 
things that’s happening is the US-aided electronification of various devel- 
oping countries’ stock exchanges. The Bombay stock exchange was 
electronified in 1994 with 25 million dollars from the US. He talks 
about commodities, but one might have heard something, even some- 
thing old-fashioned, about commodity futures, that kind of virtual 
space. The problem is the mode of political prediction, based on the 
experience of one generation in Europe, plus Kojéve’s trip to Japan. 
This, ir does seem to me, betrays a superficiality in the engagement with 
the text. I say this in the friendliest possible way, because nobody can 
do everything. 

RP A surprisingly bread section of the European Left seems to have 
invested in the hope that the UN and its subsidiary organizations might 
be developed into a benevolent international power. What are your 
views about that? 

Spivak In some areas the UN does good things: WIDER (the World 
Institute for Development Economics Research), the recently established 
Institute for New Technology at Maastricht, the critical role played by 
development programmes ~ these are good things. So I’m not going to 
be completely negative about it. But I can’t speak about the UN as a 
whole, so let me talk about the Cairo Conference on Population and 
Development, since I’ve just returned from there. What you had there 
was the extremely well-publicized business about the Imams and the 
Popes and the issue of abortion. Fine, but it is true de facto that almost 
all aid packages have population control as a part of them. This 
connection was not even entertained as a serious objection. It was 
considered as trouble-making and divisive. The elite Southern NGOs 
are very much in favour of this kind of thing. They provide endorse- 
ment. Here, you have an extremely crude notion of national identity 
at work in what is now called the new international civil society. The 
North says: ‘Look, the Bangladeshis want it; look, che Indians want it; 
look, the Somalis want it,’ etc. On that level, if you are talking about 
the new international role of the UN, you are certainly noc thinking 
abour hybridity. 

On the other hand, you have the non-elite Southern NGOs. When 
paragraph 8.25 was written to the satisfaction of the North-dominated 
women’s organizations, the enormous consensus among the activist non- 
elite NGOs was certainly that access to legal and safe abortion was a 
very important thing, but it was society-specific and secondary. In 
situations where increasing poverty and absence of social security mean 
children are the only social security, and chere are no efforts under 
the so-called ‘umbrella’ of sustainable development to provide social 
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security in any other form, it is not relevant to have reproductive rights 
defined at such a global level. Jf, under these circumstances, where they 
are the dumping ground for international pharmaceuticals, and not only 
their reproductive health but their general health is laid waste, women 
should choose not to contraceive, then the idea of access to legal and 
safe abortion might be irrelevant. In fact, in situations where the absence 
of resources makes the very idea of an equal future for male and female 
children impossible, and internalized gendering can masquerade as 
choice, the access to safe and lega] abortion can lead to female feticide. 

The whole idea of the Northern-based women’s groups, endorsed by 
the elite NGOs from the South, was that having secured the wording 
of paragraph 8.25 we were ready to move to development. Some hip 
Indian family planner says, “The best contraception is development.’ But 
when they came to development, without having defined reproductive 
rights properly at a global level, the relationship of aid packages ro 
population control was never raised. Development was just develop- 
ment. We were told that the World Bank had to readjust its priorities 
for restructuring. We could look forward to the Social Summit at 
Copenhagen and so on. Business as usual. 

When the idea chat there should be some sort of monitoring device 
for the accountability of pharmaceuticals finally came up ~ nothing. 
The International Women’s Health Network offered some loosely 
worded stuff about how we must make sure that our governments and 
other institutions are accountable, but what does that mean? It was just 
a covering action. So as far as the experience of the Cairo conference 
goes, where the presence of the NGOs was supposed to be such an 
extraordinary new thing, I’m not hopeful for the future. There is no 
reason why capital should not now enter into a new stage of imperi- 
alism, given that there is no possibility of non-alignment any more. 
There is no bargaining point for the South. But that’s no reason why 
we should be such fools as to say that the UN is going to move forward 
in a better direction. 

This too is an example of the task of transnational cultural studies: 
to know the uses of ‘cultural identity’ in the production of a United 
Nations for the New World Order. 


Interviewed by Peter Osborne 
New York, September 1994 
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